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Abstra 

“From the Ottoman Empire to Turkish Republic: Biology as Politics and Phi-
losophy” 
 
Murat Yolun, Doctoral Candidate at the Atatürk Institute 
for Modern Turkish History at Boğaziçi University,  
 
Prof. Dr. M. Asım Karaömerlioğlu, Dissertation Advisor 
 
is dissertation is about the reception of the theory of evolution from the late 
Ottoman Empire to the Early Republican Turkey. It argues that the history of 
this hotly debated theory in Turkey was related with the attempts to interpret 
organisms by benefiting from scientific findings. As the secular way of think-
ing increased in the Ottoman Empire, interpreting organisms without refer-
ence to divine will became gradually entrenched among the Ottoman intelli-
gentsia. ere was a strong relationship between the development of 
secularism and the rise of evolutionary theory in the Ottoman Empire. Many 
Ottoman intellectuals used Darwin and Lamarck to explain the origins of hu-
mankind and their nature. Modern Turkey inherited certain aspects of the Ot-
toman intellectual realm, and consequently the idea of scientism and secular-
ism gained an enormous momentum. e political orientation of the early 
Republican regime influenced its reception directly. e rise of a secular his-
tory and physical anthropology paved the way for the promotion and popu-
larization of Darwin and the idea of biological evolution crystallized in these 
scientific fields. 

is dissertation pays a particular attention to the rise of anti-Darwinism 
in the late period of the Ottoman Empire and places it into an anti-materialist 
context. It emphasizes that the main motivation behind anti-Darwinist senti-
ments were religious and social concerns, rather than scientific ones. 
 

, words  
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Özet 

“From the Ottoman Empire to Turkish Republic: Biology as Politics and Phi-
losophy” 
 
Murat Yolun, Doktora Adayı, , Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Atatürk İlkeleri ve 
İnkılap Tarihi Enstitüsü 
 
Prof. Dr. M. Asım Karaömerlioğlu, Tez Danışmanı 
 
Bu tez evrim teorisinin Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nun son döneminden Erken 
Cumhuriyet dönemine kadarki algısı hakkındadır. Hararetli biçimde tartışılan 
bu teorinin Türkiye’deki tarihi canlıları bilimsel bulgular ışığında değer-
lendirme çabalarıyla yakından bağlantılıdır. Seküler biçimde düşünme 
tarzının Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nda gelişmesiyle canlıların ilahi iradeye ref-
erans gösterilmeden açıklanması Osmanlı entelektüel dünyası içinde giderek 
kök saldı. Sekülarizm ve Darwin’in Osmanlı’da yükselişi arasında güçlü bir 
ilişki vardır. Osmanlı’daki pek çok entelektüel insanın kökenini ve doğasını 
açıklamak için Darwin ile Lamarck’ı kullandı. Modern Türkiye ise Os-
manlı’nın entelektüel dünyasının belirli özelliklerini tevarüs etti ve bilimcilik 
ile sekülarizm düşüncesi ’ten itibaren büyük bir ivme kazandı. Erken 
Cumhuriyet rejiminin siyasi eğilimi Darwin’in teorisinin algılanmasını 
doğrudan etkiledi. Tarih ve antropoloji bilimlerinin yükselişi bunun 
yaygınlaştırılmasının önünü açtı ve biyolojik evrim düşüncesi bu gibi bilimsel 
alanlarda kristalize oldu. 

Bu tez Osmanlı’nın son döneminde anti-Darwinizmin yükselişine de özel 
bir yer ayırıyor ve bunu anti-materyalist bir bağlama oturtuyor. Bu tarz düşün-
cenin arkasındaki motivasyonun bilimsel değil de dini ve toplumsal kaygıların 
olduğunu vurgulanmaktadır. 
 

, kelime  
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Introduion 

he nineteenth century witnessed the zenith of the idea of biological evo-
lution, which encouraged many thinkers to interpret organisms and the 

earth from a secular point of view. ere arose a considerable scientific interest 
on the earth and organisms. e scientific revolution and striking develop-
ments in areas like geology demonstrated that the earth and nature had their 
own rules that scientists needed to discover. In addition, the French Revolu-
tion played a remarkable role in secular explanations of both the earth and 
organisms. is revolution paved the way for an attack on traditionalism and 
idea of the “new” gained momentum. e idea of biological evolution fit well 
with the intellectual spirit of the nineteenth century. anks to the contribu-
tions of scientists such as Jean Baptiste Lamarck (-) and Georges 
Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon (-), biological evolution gained mo-
mentum in Europe. However, Charles Darwin (-) was the leading fig-
ure of the theory of evolution. His main legacy in the field of evolution - the 
principle of natural selection - had much more power to interpret the origins 
of organisms on earth. e implications of Darwinian theory of evolution be-
came a hotly-debated issue all over the world. As a significant, distinctive the-
ory in the history of science, it had detrimental effect on divinely ordained 
nature as it displaced God in the explanation of the origins of organisms. It 
demonstrated that humankind, which had hitherto been recognized as an ex-
alted species, was the product of millions of years of evolution, rather than a 

T 
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divine masterwork. Species were not stable and had undergone a process of 
evolution in the long course of history. ey were various from their initial 
forms. 

Religious circles worried about the anti-theological implications of the 
materialistic interpretation of organisms. Darwin’s theory was a harbinger of 
a long-lasting tension between some scientists and men of religion. Many 
thought that religion and society were on the line because of the harmful im-
plications of this theory. His revolutionary influence would shake the pillars 
of religion and desacralize both the earth and humans. Likewise, it was widely 
believed at that time that applying struggle and natural selection to human 
societies would bring about doomsday; the theory was believed to have a strik-
ing capacity to damage the main values of humanity. In particular, the idea of 
a common ancestor with apes dethroned humankind from its elevated place, 
making them savage, like animals. us, the anti-Darwinist thoughts arose 
almost simultaneously all around the world. e introduction of Darwinian 
theory took place almost simultaneously with its discontent given that its im-
plications were regarded as a danger to the divine interpretation of organisms. 
Moreover, Darwin had an enormous impact on various fields of science, even 
though he did not formulate a social theory. His views purportedly played a 
leading role in the construction of Social Darwinism, although the contribu-
tions of Herbert Spencer were more apparent and enduring on this point. 

is dissertation sheds light on the reception of Darwinian theory in the 
late Ottoman Empire and in early Republican Turkey. Evolution was one of 
the most striking biological issues in the intellectual landscape in this era; Dar-
win’s theory was so wide-ranging that it le an impact on sciences - from em-
bryology to politics. While scrutinizing Darwinian reception in the Ottoman 
Empire, certain Islamic, I will examine anti-Darwinism in detail. is study 
contributes to the crystallization of Darwinian theory in the intellectual his-
tory of Turkey. How this theory helped intellectuals reinterpret humankind 
from a secular point of view will be discussed in detail. is dissertation is 
constructed upon four main arguments. 

First, Darwin’s influences were not limited to Europe and North America 
and led to a worldwide controversy. At the time theory was introduced in the 
Ottoman Empire at the end of the nineteenth century, the state was 
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undergoing a process of secularizing everything from politics to education in 
order to survive. Almost all aspects of life were under the influence of West-
ernization, and certain aspects of Western science, education, and culture 
were appropriated. New educational institutions and printed materials and in-
creasing contact with European countries helped in the making of a secular 
mindset. 

In the nineteenth century, many Ottomans had a growing sense of decline 
in many areas from military to economy. e classical Ottoman political ide-
ology seem to be not capable of confronting the political, military and eco-
nomic challenges that the state and society faced. is ideology was mainly 
based on “World Order (Nizam-ı Alem) and Justice (Adalet).” It was believed 
that as there had to be an order both in universe and society. Political power 
had to form a social order based on justice. In particular, justice was “a source 
of legitimacy” for political power.1 One of the basic duties of sultans was per-
ceived to secure justice in society. Ottoman polity were deeply influenced from 
Islamic political theory that argued that political power was a “divine” posi-
tion that Muslims had to “obey” (biat).2 In fact, it was equal to “vicegerency of 
God”3 and even some Ottoman sultans called themselves God’s shadow on 
earth (Zıllulah-ı fî’l-Arz). us, “obedience” to political authority was an enor-
mous political value, but Islamic political theory did not establish “an accepted 
theory of resistance” against a despotic ruler. On the other hand, ruler had to 
“consult” (Meşveret) with other Muslims in decision making process, but this 
consultancy was between rulers and leading part of society, rather than ordi-
nary persons.4 Notables or high ranked officers had more opportunity to con-
vey their opinions to ruler himself in a direct or indirect way. 

Islamic political theory was not the sole source that formed the political 
thought in the Ottoman Empire. In fact, it is fruitful to have a look at the 

                                                       
 1 Cemil Oktay, “Bizans Siyasî İdeolojisi’nden Osmanlı Siyasî İdeolojisi’ne,” In Modern Tü-

rkiye’de Siyasi Düşünce: Cumhuriyete Devreden Düşünce Mirası Tanzimat ve Meşrutiyet’in Bi-
rikimi, ed. Tanıl Bora and Murat Gültekingil (Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, ), . 

 2 Şerif Mardin, Yeni Osmanlılar Düşüncesinin Doğuşu (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, ), . 
 3 Ibid., . 
 4 Ibid., . 
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political traditions of “Mediterranean, Middle East and steppes of Central 
Asia.” Ottoman political ideology can be called “composition” of these polit-
ical traditions. In particular, Ottomans maintained “the tradition of law 
(yasa),” a remarkable point of political culture from Central Asia. ey 
founded a state based on both religious and customary laws and were mindful 
of the fact that customary laws did not conflict with the former.5 Past and tra-
ditions were politically important because they were a kind of guidance for 
both state and society and legitimized “social action and political authority.”6 

Ottoman political ideology was not just “superimposed image of its im-
mediate predecessors.”7 Islamic political theory and the political traditions of 
Mediterranean, Middle East and Central Asia shaped considerably Ottoman 
political theory, but it is noticeable that Ottomans had some peculiarity in 
their own polity. at is, they established a political theory based on afore-
mentioned traditions and their own “experiences.” For example, sultans grad-
ually “isolated” themselves from “social life.” Also, Ottomans formed a prac-
tice of succession that only one heir could become the sultan, a different point 
from political tradition of the steppes of Central Asia. at is, the state could 
not be separated by the sons of sultan aer his death and it remained territo-
rially one part.8 

By the nineteenth century, Ottoman World Order (Nizam-ı Alem) was not 
capable of confronting political, economic and military problems.9 us, Ot-
toman political ideology began to be influenced by Europe even though it had 
stayed “outside” from the intellectual and political developments in Europe 
until this century. When the Young Ottomans (Namık Kemal, Ziya Paşa, Ali 

                                                       
 5 Cemal Kafadar, “Osmanlı Siyasal Düşüncesinin Kaynakları Üzerine Gözlemler,” In Modern 

Türkiye’de Siyasi Düşünce: Cumhuriyete Devreden Düşünce Mirası Tanzimat ve Meşrutiyet’in 
Birikimi, ed. Tanıl Bora and Murat Gültekingil (Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, ), -. 

 6 Oktay, “Bizans Siyasî İdeolojisi,” . 
 7 Daniel Goffmann, e Ottoman Empire and Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, ),  
 8 Cemal Kafadar, “Osmanlı Siyasal Düşüncesi,” -. 
 9 Mehmet Ö. Alkan, “Resmi İdeolojinin Doğuşu ve Evrimi Üzerine Bir Deneme,” In Modern 

Türkiye’de Siyasi Düşünce: Cumhuriyete Devreden Düşünce Mirası Tanzimat ve Meşrutiyet’in 
Birikimi, ed. Tanıl Bora and Murat Gültekingil (Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, ), . 
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Suavi… etc.) appropriated European political ideas, they had a number of se-
rious problems:10 ey did not leave Islamic political theory and preferred to 
use an Islamic discourse while expressing their political ideas. For instance, 
Justice (Adalet), Obedience (Biat), and Consultancy (Meşveret) were common 
terms that they oen used in their writings.11 However, they were relatively 
open-minded due to their significant attitude to the outside world and had “an 
increasing eagerness to know, study and to understand” it.12 In fact, they were 
enthusiastic about learning and comprehending the methods lying behind the 
power of Europe. 

Ottoman intellectuals were impressed by European civilization in an era 
when positivism and materialism were permeating through a range of chan-
nels such as Western style schools and Translation Chamber (Tercüme 
Odası).13 Despite the minor or major differences in the Young Ottomans’ 
worldview, they reached a consensus on the idea of progress (terakki).14 As 
some of them visited Europe and read many books about it, they were cogni-
zant of Europe’s material progress and hoped to find solutions for the prob-
lems of the empire. During the Tanzimat period, the Ottomans borrowed 
many terms from Europe. Progress (terakki) and civilization (sivilisazyon) 
were two of them, but there was a problem about the term civilization as this 
word did not have its Turkish equivalence. By the s, the word medeniyet 
was used for civilization. It was believed that the civilized societies controlled 
the nature of their progress and that humans were evolving from nomadism 
(bedeviyet) to civilization (medeniyet). e civilized societies had social, mili-
tary and religious superiority over nomadic ones.15 e idea of progress was 
“a cornerstone of Ottoman thought.” e developments in contemporary sci-
ence was so overarching that many Ottomans believed that they lived a 

                                                       
 10 Mardin, Yeni Osmanlılar, . 
 11 Ibid., . 
 12 Ibid, . 
 13 Erol Özbilgen, Pozitivizm Kıskacında Türkiye (Istanbul: Ağaç Yayıncılık, ), . 
 14 Ibid., . 
 15 Gökhan Çetinsaya “Kalemiye’den Mülkiye’ye Tanzimat Zihniyeti,” in Modern Türkiye’de 

Siyasi Düşünce: Cumhuriyete Devreden Düşünce Mirası Tanzimat ve Meşrutiyet’in Birikimi, ed. 
Tanıl Bora and Murat Gültekingil (Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, ), . 
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“century of progress” that completely used science as a guiding light. What is 
noteworthy at this point is that this notion of “progress had a materialistic 
meaning.” Over time, science and progress became the key words for their 
political view.16 While the Young Ottomans and Young Turks were in Europe, 
they witnessed European progress at first hand rather than through secondary 
sources. For instance, Namık Kemal, while in London in , oen praised 
the material progress of England. In one of his articles entitled Terakki (Pro-
gress), he stated that “it is futile to visit civilized countries. If someone look at 
London with scrutinizing eyes, he or she is astonished by the wonders to 
see.”17 

While the Ottoman intellectuals were looking for cures for the problems 
of the empire, positivism offered an intellectual toolkit for the development. 
Science, “the most significant theme of positivism,” became an inseparable 
part of “Ottoman political ideology” in the nineteenth century. However, the 
Ottomans were influenced by other positivists such as Herbert Spencer and 
Ludwig Büchner, rather than Auguste Comte himself, the founder of positiv-
ism. Science was considered to be a “magic” to solve the problems of the em-
pire.18 e Ottomans were engaged in the intellectual life of Europe through 
positivism and materialism in order to achieve progress (terakki), but this pro-
cess took place thanks to translation, new schools, sending students to Europe 
..etc rather than via “a philosophical channel.”19 

While examining the political ideology of both the members of the Young 
Ottomans and the Young Turks, it is significant to bear in mind that many of 
them had relatively direct experience of European material progress. Namık 
Kemal’s experience in London shaped his intellectual development. For the 
members of the Young Turks, the experience of exile played a leading role in 
the intellectual development. As many members lived in Europe for a long 

                                                       
 16 Şükrü Hanioğlu, e Young Turks in Opposition (New York: Oxford University Press, , 

-. 
 17 Namık Kemal, Osmanlı Modernleşmesinin Meseleleri: Bütün Makaleleri  (Istanbul: Dergâh 

Yayınları, ), . 
 18 Alkan, “Resmi İdeoloji,” . 
 19 Murtaza Korlaelçi, Pozitivizmin Türkiye’ye Girişi (Ankara: Hece Yayınları, ), . 
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time, they had “political links with government or civil society” and had “con-
tact with the European intelligentsia.” eir personal experiences played a 
pivotal role in their intellectual development in Europe.20 e exile of the lead-
ing members of the Young Turks allowed them to gain “recognition” among 
the European “intellectual elites.” While Ahmed Rıza met Gustave Le Bon, 
Prince Sabahettin Bey met Edmond Demolins. ey had a chance to learn 
positivist thinking from the leading persons at that time. eir personal con-
tact with aforementioned intellectuals and their participation in intellectual 
milieus of France considerably influenced their point of view and “their mis-
sion to save the empire “from debacle.21 

Many Young Turks appeared in a network in Europe. As they had serious 
financial difficulties, they had to contact with different organizations or groups 
to survive and to promote their political ideas. Both Ahmed Rıza and Ibrahim 
Temo, who was one of the founder of Ittihad-i Osmani (Ottoman Union), had 
considerable contact with politicians, journalists and their counterparts. For 
example, when Ahmed Rıza was put on trial in Paris, a journalist Georges 
Clemanceau, who would be the prime minister of France in the following 
years, was one of Rıza’s attesters in the court.22 eir social and organization 
network and life in Europe helped them to develop a political idea in the sci-
entific and intellectual milieu of Europe. ey were not an isolated group and 
had partially direct or indirect contact with the leading figures of European 
intelligentsia. For instance, aer leaving Istanbul, Ibrahim Temo practiced his 
profession as a physician in Romania thanks to his fellow townsman Nikola 
Naçu from Albania.23 

e emergence of the elite that followed the latest scientific developments 
in the West played a leading role in the introduction of Darwinian theory of 
evolution. Many of them were under the considerable influence of materialism 
and positivism. is theory fit well with their scientific and philosophical 

                                                       
 20 Stefano Taglia, “e Intellectual’s Dilemma: e Writings of Ahmet Riza and Mehmet Sa-

bahettin on Reform and the Future of the Ottoman Empire,” (PhD diss., University of Lon-
don, ), . 

 21 Ibid., -. 
 22 Ahmed Rıza, Ahmed Rıza Bey’in Anıları (Istanbul: Arba, ), . 
 23 Ibrahim Temo, Ibrahim Temo’nun İttihad ve Terakki Anıları (Istanbul: Arba, ), . 
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views. In particular, the German philosophers Ernst Haeckel and Ludwig 
Büchner tremendously impacted many intellectuals such as Baha Tevfik and 
Abdullah Cevdet (Karlıdağ). e secularization and acceptance of science as 
a guiding light were the hallmarks of the late period of the empire. To be clear, 
the majority of Ottoman intellectuals did not challenge the teachings of Islam 
even as they interpreted life from a materialist point of view. Materialism and 
positivism were their guiding lights, but this approach did not amount to an 
anti-religious movement. In fact, challenging religion would have been an 
enormous hindrance for someone trying to popularize his or her thought in a 
Muslim society, where there was strict censorship undertaken by the state. In 
the nineteenth century, Ottoman intellectual life gradually and increasingly 
acquired a secular character. 

Second, the growing sense of decline in the Ottoman Empire forced some 
literate individuals benefit from science to interpret the state, society, and the 
individual. ey sought practical measures to save the Ottoman Empire while 
pure scientific motivations remained in the background. When evolution was 
taken into consideration in the Ottoman Empire, Herbert Spencer - who con-
structed an organicist sociology - was well-known among the Ottoman intel-
lectuals. He offered a framework to understand the state, society and the indi-
vidual in a progressive manner. In addition, although some of Spencer’s books 
were translated into Turkish, none of Darwin’s were. Because of their practical 
concerns, Ottoman intellectuals prioritized Spencer over Darwin. While e 
Origin of Species was translated into European languages such as French and 
German within a couple of years of its initial publication, Ottomans read the 
book in English or learned of it from secondary sources. Even so, Darwin’s 
views were beneficial for interpreting biological issues from a secular point of 
view for many Ottoman intellectuals. Science was believed to explain both so-
cial and biological issues without divine will. 

e beginning of Young Turk era (-) marked an intellectual boom 
due to the abolishment of the oppressive Hamidian regime. Many journals 
were issued and many societies emerged. Furthermore, there was no strict 
censorship of printed material and authors had more freedom to publish. 
While the subject of Darwin had previously been deemed harmful for a Mus-
lim society, the introduction and promotion of this theory were relatively easy 
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aer . Intellectuals such as Memduh Süleyman, Edhem Necdet, and Subhi 
Edhem played a leading role in the introduction of Darwinian thought. Much 
more so than in the Young Turk Era, the popularization of biological evolution 
accelerated following the establishment of modern Turkey since the new re-
gime wholeheartedly embraced the idea of scientism. One of the main aims of 
the Kemalist rulers was to shape the state, society, and individual according to 
science. In this respect, there was a remarkable intellectual continuity from 
the Ottoman Empire to modern Turkey. 

ird, while scrutinizing the place of Darwin in the intellectual landscape 
of the late Ottoman and the early Republican periods, the rise of anti-Darwin-
ist sentiments cannot be ignored. A strong reaction to his theory emerged due 
to its anti-theological implications and materialist interpretation of organisms 
- especially of humankind. e anti-Darwinist thinkers such as Aksekili Ah-
med Hamdi and Şehbenderzade Ahmed Hilmi wished to protect their reli-
gious community from the corrosive influence of evolutionary thought. ey 
were uncomfortable with probable hazards the fabric of Muslim society. How-
ever, their main fight against Darwinism took place in an anti-materialist con-
text because Darwin’s theory was regarded as a cornerstone of materialist phi-
losophy. In particular, Haeckel and Büchner, who were known for their 
materialist thoughts, played a considerable role in the promotion of biological 
evolution in the Ottoman Empire. us, anti-Darwinist sentiments in the Ot-
toman Empire cannot be comprehended without paying attention to the rise 
of materialist philosophy. As the Ottoman Empire became exposed to Western 
culture, some conservative thinkers wished to protect the basic tenets of Islam 
and Islamic society, and equated Westernism with materialism. As a result, the 
debates on this controversial subject, unsurprisingly, were put in philosophi-
cal and religious terms. 

e anti-Darwinists in the Ottoman Empire believed in the benefits of 
Western science, but advocated its selective rather than complete appropria-
tion. ough they cannot be characterized as ardent supporters of scientism, 
they accepted certain scientific findings to modernize the Ottoman Empire. 
e main aim was to appropriate Western science in a way that would not 
harm the values of Islam and Muslim society. In this sense, they were certainly 
not unconditional supporters of Western science. e long-lasting tension 
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between Darwin’s theory and religion does not mean that anti-Darwinists 
were against science. e motivation behind anti-Darwinism in the Ottoman 
Empire was social, political, religious, and philosophical rather than scientific. 
On the other hand, Darwin’s theory was so well proven that some conserva-
tive thinkers like Ömer Faruki attempted to accommodate it into Islamic his-
tory in order to demonstrate that Islam was pro-science - that there was no 
conflict between evolution and this religion. Science adopted in an Islamic 
setting was considered reasonable and this kind of modernization was prefer-
able. 

Last, the Ottoman Empire le an enormous legacy to Republican Turkey 
in terms of Darwinism and anti-Darwinism. e promotion and populariza-
tion of Darwinian theory gained enormous momentum because of the radical, 
cultural, and educational reforms undertaken to create a secular Turkish iden-
tity. One of the most significant values of Republican regime was scientism, 
which was deeply rooted in the Ottoman past. As Kemalist elites had received 
their education in Western-style schools, learned foreign languages, and been 
influenced by European civilization, they accepted science as a guiding light 
for the creation of a modern state, society, and individual. e period between 
 and  marked a fundamental cultural revolution, and both organisms 
and the earth had to be interpreted from a secular point of view. e secular-
ization that characterized the late period of the Ottoman Empire accelerated. 
ere was a direct relationship between the political orientation of the Kema-
list regime and the rise of Darwinian theory in Turkey. 

§ .  Sources, Methodology, and Outlines 

is study concentrates on the place of Darwinism in the late Ottoman Empire 
and the early Republican period. As it is a dissertation on intellectual history, 
many primary and secondary sources were examined in detail to situate Dar-
win and his theory in the Ottoman intellectual milieu. Books and journals, the 
most significant sources, provided fruitful relevant information. In particular, 
many journals published from the s onwards were scrutinized to examine 
how secularism, materialism, and scientism were becoming entrenched 
among the Ottoman intelligentsia. Periodicals were the flagship of intellectual 
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life at the time. Even though they sought to provide encyclopedic knowledge 
to their readers, the influence of positivism grew as time went on. It must be 
emphasized that publishing in the Ottoman Empire was faced with numerous 
problems such as censorship and financial difficulties. us, the publication of 
some journals was interrupted and others were closed down completely. Nev-
ertheless, these printed materials offered an enormous insight to figure out the 
Darwinism in the Ottoman Empire. 

Many journals of the nineteenth century are very striking, but Mecmua-i 
Fünûn (journal of sciences), Dağarcık (pouch), Servet-i Fünun (wealth of sci-
ences), Hazine-i Evrak, and İçtihad were the leading ones that can be regarded 
as channels for the conveyance of recent scientific developments in Europe to 
Ottoman audiences. Articles on nature and organisms published on these 
journals were examined. Journals that appeared aer  were even more 
striking given the relative freedom offered to authors to express their thoughts 
to the public. e secular interpretation of organic life became more crystal-
ized in these journals. Materialist and evolutionary forces were particularly 
apparent in the journals Felsefe Mecmuası (journal of philosophy) and Ulûm-
ı İktisadiyye ve İçtimaiyye Mecmuası (journal of economic and social sciences). 
e authors of Felsefe Mecmuası were influential figures of Ottoman material-
ism. In particular, Baha Tevfik, who was one of translators of Ludwig Büch-
ner’s Kra und So (Force and Matter), made an enormous contribution to 
the literature on materialism. He also published Ernst Haeckel’s studies in the 
journal part by part. In addition to Felsefe Mecmuası, Ulûm-ı İktisadiyye ve 
İçtimaiyye Mecmuası had a distinctive position in the history of evolution in 
Turkey since many articles on this subject were published in it by Ahmed 
Şuayip, Bedii Nuri, and Asaf Nef’i. However, some of these articles were on the 
evolution of the state and society, rather than on biological evolution. Never-
theless, the authors were ardent supporters of positivist tradition, and proof 
that the idea of evolution was entrenched in the Ottoman intellectual world. 

Whilst scrutinizing the aforementioned journals, it is also necessary to 
have a close look at periodicals published by conservatives in order to learn 
the opinions of conservative thinkers. Sırat-ı Müstakim (straight path), Bey-
anü’l-Hakk (statement of god), Sada-yı Hakk (sound of god), İslam Mecmuası 
(journal of Islam), and İslam Dünyası (Islamic world) covered anti-materialist 
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articles. ough it was difficult to find articles on anti-Darwinism or anti-evo-
lution articles, reading between the lines of articles was fruitful. Conservative 
authors like Aksekili Ahmed Hamdi wrote a few anti-Darwinist articles for 
Sırat-ı Müstakim, which was well-known for its Islamic orientation. While 
reading these periodicals, it should be kept in mind that they cannot be clas-
sified as against Westernization or modernization. Despite their political ori-
entations, they favored a selective appropriation of Western science. ey were 
aware of the need for the urgent modernization of the Ottoman Empire. 

Apart from journals, books situated Darwinism in the intellectual land-
scape of the Ottoman Empire. Despite the low literacy rate, the number of 
books and readers gradually went up. Translated materials in particular helped 
Ottomans learn of recent scientific and philosophical developments in Eu-
rope. While technical books were translated into Turkish from the beginning, 
many philosophical books - some of which were on materialism and evolution 
- were only translated in subsequent years. Although none of Darwin’s books 
was translated, translations by certain intellectuals like Süleyman Memduh, 
Baha Tevfik, and Ahmed Nebil were striking since they gave Ottoman audi-
ences access to leading materialist philosophers. In addition, the memoirs of 
some Ottomans such as Rıza Nur and Rıza Tevfik (Bölükbaşı) were beneficial 
for figuring out the place of Darwinism in the empire. 

As this study focuses on an intellectual subject in the Ottoman Empire, it 
was difficult to find archival documents about Darwinism and anti-Darwin-
ism. Even though the theory of evolution was considered to be harmful to so-
ciety and individual, the state seems to have taken no precautions to prevent 
its popularization. However, many books that were related to materialism and 
contained Darwinian interpretations were banned by the state. But there was 
no direct proscription against Darwin and his theory. What the state was wor-
ried about was the destructive results of materialist thinking. Due to the short-
age of archival materials, books and journals became the most significant 
sources for study. 

is dissertation is comprised of seven chapters, including this introduc-
tion and the conclusion. In the second chapter, I will focus on the rise of Dar-
winian theory of evolution and anti-Darwinism in general. Special emphasis 
will be placed on the scientific conditions that paved the way for the 
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appearance of modern evolutionary theories. Darwin’s theory was widely 
considered as important as Newton’s discovery of gravity and Copernicus’ he-
liocentric view. His great contribution to the secular and materialist interpre-
tation of organisms will be examined and his distinctive place in the field of 
biological evolution will be emphasized. His well-proven theory reflected onto 
other fields such as sociology and politics and, it did not remain an ordinary 
biological theory. Aer the role of evolution in the emergence of Eugenics is 
demonstrated, the emergence of anti-Darwinism will be examined in partic-
ular because social and religious motivations guided against the populariza-
tion of this theory. 

In the third chapter, factors leading to the secular way of thinking will be 
analyzed in detail. Since journals were the flagship of Ottoman intellectual life, 
their role and legacy will be investigated in detail. eir contribution to the 
explanation of the forms of natural life from a materialistic point of view can-
not be ignored. Many were published only for a short period. en, this chap-
ter will scrutinize intellectuals influenced by evolutionary views, biological 
materialism, and positivism. Even though Darwin and his theory was not the 
focus in their point of view, some of them - such as Asaf Nef’i and Bedii Nuri 
- used certain Darwinian concepts to interpret society and the individual. At 
the end of this chapter, Ottoman intellectuals (Subhi Edhem, Memduh Süley-
man, and Edhem Necdet) who played a leading role in the biological theory 
of evolution will be examined in detail. While scrutinizing evolution in the 
intellectual history of the Ottomans, physical anthropology requires special 
consideration since this scientific field benefited from evolution. In particular, 
the role of Mustafa Satı (el-Husrî) will be emphasized 

In the fourth chapter, the rise of anti-Darwinism and the arguments of its 
proponents will be investigated. Social and religious concerns were their mo-
tivations, like those of critics all over the world, but they emphasized that the 
implications of materialism made them afraid. Evolution was regarded as one 
of the bases of materialist philosophy. 

e fih chapter will scrutinize the reception of biological evolution in the 
early years of Republican Turkey. e radical modernization policy of the 
young regime paved the way for cultural revolution. As the Kemalist elite was 
unafraid of the implications of materialism and Darwinian theory, it did not 
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hesitate to promote them through its educational institutions. Why Kemalist 
elites promoted evolution and what steps they took to entrench it in Turkish 
intellectual life will be explained. is chapter compares the between pre- 
and post- eras to investigate whether the death of Atatürk was a breaking 
point in terms of the popularization of the evolutionary theories. 

e sixth chapter is the summary of the arguments put forward in the 
aforementioned chapters.



 

 



 
The Concomitant Rise of Darwinism and Anti-Darwin-
ism 

volution means the “change” of organisms – by which they undergo a 
process of modification and divergence. e result of the process is nu-

merous descendant species that emerged in time. Many oen confuse the con-
cepts of evolution and natural selection. e former is the change that took 
place in past while the latter is the most important “mechanism” of evolution.1 
e meaning of evolution, like the mutation of species, has changed in the 
course of history and has been used as synonyms for progress, advancement, 
and developments in many fields such as politics and culture. us, these us-
ages of the word evolution have been conceived as interchangeable. In this 
dissertation, evolution means the mutability of species in biological terms. 

e history of the idea of biological evolution can be traced back to Anax-
imander (- BC) and Empedocles (- BC) in ancient Greece and 
Miskawayh (-) in Islamic world, but the nineteenth century represents 
the zenith for biological evolution. It is possible to call this era the age of biol-
ogy because of a number of path breaking developments in scientific fields 
ranging from anthropology to zoology. Since the study of organic life in-
creased tremendously and remarkably, the nature of humankind had to be 
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reinterpreted in lights of news scientific advancements. However, it must be 
kept in mind that a God-centered point of view on nature had been under-
mined by the breakthrough developments in science that created the intellec-
tual climate for the appearance of biological evolutionary theories. At this 
juncture, it is fruitful to look at the advances that played a considerable role in 
the making of this climate. 

First of all, the scientific revolution that took place roughly from  to 
 grew out of issues regarding the structure and function of the universe. 
Nature itself had laws that scientists needed to discover. In other words, “the 
new sciences” focused on the explanation of everything - including the world 
and “the structure of living things” – “in mechanical terms.”2 According to 
scientists such as Johannes Kepler (-) and Isaac Newton (-), 
nature had its own laws bringing about “regular, predictable” results to com-
prehend the universe.3 Copernicus’ heliocentric theory made an enormous 
contribution to the emergence of “a new cosmology and physics.” As a matter 
of fact, all played leading roles in creating the centerpieces of the scientific 
revolution.4 In particular, Copernicus challenged earth-centered astronomy 
by claiming that the sun was at the center of solar system and the earth itself 
was but one “corner” of this system.5 at is, the earth was no more than an 
ordinary planet in the solar system and had no special importance. eir work 
in the new sciences was the reduction of the earth to an extremely big “ma-
chine.” is approach to the earth put forward a question if the world was a 
material substance, why should one consider that there was a God who dealt 
with it?6 e materialist interpretation of universe had a remarkable capacity 
to shake belief in a deity. 

                                                       
 2 Peter J. Bowler, Evolution: e History of an Idea (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

), . 
 3 Garland E. Allen, “e History of Evolutionary ought,” in e Princeton Guide to Evolution, 

ed. David A. Baum and at al (Princeton; Oxford: Princeton University Press, ), . 
 4 Bowler, Evolution, -. 
 5 Bertrand Russell, Din ve Bilim (Istanbul: Varlık Yayınevi, ), . 
 6 Bowler, Evolution, . 
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ere had to be religious implications of this tremendous scientific pro-
gress since, it powerfully challenged religious teachings in a direct or indirect 
way. Later, awe-inspiring discoveries and observations in astronomy forced 
men of religion to accept them, as well.7 God was not excluded from the sci-
entific interpretation of universe, but his role was readjusted. It was thought 
that the discovery of the laws of nature meant the discovery of divine works. 
Actually, God himself was still an inevitable part of worldview and was not 
abolished. Without God, there was a missing gap in the interpretation of na-
ture. 

Second, the developments such as extracting mine from the ground, road 
building, and industrial breakthroughs helped geology to advance in the 
eighteenth century. Owing to these developments, knowledge of the earth in-
creased considerably and fossils of old organisms were unearthed. Scientists 
had an enormous opportunity to understand the evolution of species. In fact, 
the increasing excavation of the earth meant an increase of knowledge about 
the surface of the human habitat. Much was known “about the structure of 
earth and present-day organisms.”8 e unknown was becoming known by 
human beings who were not only discovering fossils but unearthing the se-
crets of their habitat. In addition, biogeography came into prominence be-
cause it helped scientists attain better knowledge of present-day and ancient 
organisms living in different places of the world. ey had more opportunity 
to determine the origin of species and, and learn how they spread in time. 
Tracking their migration routes was easier.9 When geology failed to proffer the 
necessary clues about the evolution of organisms, other scientific fields came 
in to help, providing proofs about them. Advancements in the biological sci-
ences, paleontology, and embryology strengthened the idea of evolution. 
Hilmi Ziya Ülken says while paleontology provided fossils of species, 

                                                       
 7 Keith omson, Before Darwin: Reconciling God and Nature (New Haven: Yale University 
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embryology scrutinized “the life of human beings from the mother’s womb to 
the grave.” e studies on the life of organisms grew enormously.”10 

Due to the geological advances, many fossils became available for use in 
evolutionary studies. Some people who collected fossils of old species consid-
ered that their collections were similar to other “minerals,” but this idea was 
criticized by some naturalists in the seventeenth century. ese scientists did 
not overlook an important possibility: these fossils might have been the re-
maining of “extinct” organisms. ey were aware of significant similarities be-
tween fossils and present-day organisms. Fossils showed that some organisms 
become “extinct” or evolved..11 is point of view challenged the idea of the 
stability of species, showing the differences of organisms in past. Natural life 
was not as it was told in the Bible, and the firm stances of such holy books cast 
doubt on their credibility. What is more, the discoveries of my geologists and 
anthropologists proved that the world was much older than a literal interpre-
tation of the Genesis story. 

European expansion all over the world acquainted the “white man” with 
other species living in various environments. For example, the main aim of 
HMS Beagle, which Charles Darwin boarded to make geological investiga-
tions and collect species, was a survey of South America. e age of colonial-
ism played a remarkable role in scientific research since it offered much em-
pirical evidence and allowed scientists to observe other species. In addition, 
they came across various kinds of people with distinct “physical” characteris-
tics. While Europeans got the control of different parts of the world, they used 
the differences of “races” to legitimate their conquest, rule and extermination. 
ey were “aware of the physical differences” between themselves and other 
peoples and thought that if indigenous people were less developed than they, 
this situation could be attributed to their own “physical” and “mental” char-
acteristics. During the colonial age, many believed that indigenous races were 
inferior in terms of intelligence and morality. On this point, evolutionism of-
fered a new explanation for the formation of different races in the world. 
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However, even before the idea of biological evolution, indigenous peoples liv-
ing in Africa and Australia had been described as apelike. White Man looked 
down on them due to their physical appearances.12 Evolutionary thought en-
trenched racist interpretation in scientific milieus. 

e more fossils that scientist found, the more difficulty and confusion 
they encountered in their profession. As their classification posed serious 
problems, a systematic approach was required. us, in the eighteenth cen-
tury, the well-known naturalist Karl Linnaeus (-) formed a taxonomic 
system in which he grouped species. In addition, many naturalists tried to as-
certain the relationship between species. Heretofore, species had been catego-
rized, but it was based on religious point of view, rather than scientific princi-
ples. ose who proposed natural theology offered a hierarchically organized 
schema. Humans were attributed a special place, and animals and plants were 
even categorized within their group. at is, many exponents of natural the-
ology advocated for a chain of being in which “species” were categorized in a 
hierarchical way. For example, Charles Bonnet prepared a linear chain where 
he placed organisms according to their resemblances. e simplified version 
of his “chain of beings” is below. Bonnet argues that “each species was an eter-
nal element in the divine plan.”13 
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Table  Organic Hierarchy of Charles Bonnet 

Man 
Monkeys 

Quadrupeds (Mammals) 
Bats 

Ostriches 
Birds 

Aquatic Birds 
Flying Fish 

Fish 
Eels 

Sea Serpents 
Reptiles 

Slugs 
Shellfish 
Insects 
Worms 

Polyps (Hyrdas) 
Sensitive Plants 

Trees 
Shrubs 
Herbs 

Lichens 
Mold 

Minerals 
Earth 
Water 

Air 
Ethereal Matter 

 
As expected, man is at the top of this schema, but what is striking is the posi-
tion of the monkey. Bonnet placed it just aer man. It can be inferred that he 
did not regard monkeys as ordinary animals and he must have thought that 
there were strong similarities between monkey and human. Furthermore, he 
put not only earth’s organism, but also inorganic matters in the bottom of 
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schema. erefore, from his point of view, there was a hierarchical structure 
within all things. 

ird, the French Revolution of  had an unprecedented place in hu-
man history, leaving a long-lasting impact on the ways of thinking. Aer this 
historical event, economic, social, and political changes proved that the pow-
ers of secular and religious institutions - monarchy and church - were unable 
to abstain from change. Old values and views were dislocated, and the revolu-
tion weakened the power of the church. Human beings came to understand 
that the world itself was subject to change and flux and that nothing remained 
the same. e works of French philosophers like Baron d’Holbach (-) 
and Denis Diderot (-) embraced this approach. Actually, the afore-
mentioned developments provided a better ground for the crystallization of 
the idea of biological evolution, but these scientists stressed that change and 
transformation were natural and eternal, forming a fruitful context for think-
ing about how species might be transformed by natural causes.14 e cyclical 
understanding of time was replaced with a progressive one. A new outlook on 
natural history emerged as a result of this fundamental change in mentality. 
In fact, the idea of evolution was optimal for the spirit of the age since it offered 
a relatively progressive explanation about the origin of organisms and their 
subsequent development. Evolutionary ideas were absorbed into the thought 
of the nineteenth century in various ways. e images of progress penetrated 
the worldview of the period, and the idea that “some form of struggle was 
needed to advance toward higher things became more apparent.”15 

Seeking patterns in science was one of the most important features of sci-
entific endeavors in the nineteenth century. “e late nineteenth century’s vi-
sion of progress was based on the model of a ladder of developmental stages.”16 
e idea of evolution fit with the dominant intellectual climate because it of-
fered such stages. For example, the development of species, including human 
beings, could be explained through successive stages. at is, a scientific ex-
planation that contain stages or phases met the expectations of scientific mi-
lieus. 
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§ .  e Birth of Modern Evolutionary eories 

To comprehend the conflict between science and religion, it is beneficial to 
briefly look at the history of biological evolution in the modern sense. An in-
fluential author on evolution was Georges Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon 
(-), was a well-known French naturalist. “He developed a theory of 
degeneration to account for at least the process by which the transformation 
of species could occur within a broad group.”17 His forty-four volume Natural 
History had a scientific popularity at the time.18 Charles Darwin’s grandfather, 
Erasmus Darwin (-), asserted another theory relating to the change of 
species. e grandson was born into an intellectual family and his father was 
a physician. Erasmus Darwin wrote a book exploring the laws of organic life, 
entitled Zoonomia. He explained the process of evolution in this book, draw-
ing attention to the great changes in animals. e first was changes that took 
place during the life of an individual animal, and he cited “changes in the pro-
duction of a butterfly with painted wings from the crawling caterpillar” as an 
example.19 e second was changes that took place over a long period. For 
example, horses were selected by humans who wanted to benefit from the dif-
ferent features such as strength and swiness. ey played a leading role in the 
selection of species, a point that Darwin emphasized in the first chapter of e 
Origin of Species.20 ird, Erasmus Darwin was aware of the fact that warm-
blood animals had many obvious examples in anatomical changes and organic 
structure and argued that they were the production of a similar filament.21 

Aer Erasmus Darwin, Jean-Baptiste Lamarck (-) conducted 
painstaking research on evolution. He focused on the course of evolution in 
animals rather than humans. He was not widely criticized relative to Darwin. 
As a naturalist, he developed “a full-fledged theory of the transformation,” 
explaining how they could adapt to their environment. A well-known example 
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of his theory concerns the necks of giraffes. He claimed “as ancestral giraffes 
ate leaves from the lower branches of trees, they continually stretched their 
necks to reach leaves high up.” 22 e length of the giraffe’s neck was passed 
on to its offspring, a proof of “acquired characteristics.” He thought that struc-
tural changes in adult organism led by the activity of organs could be partially 
transmitted to the offspring. e change of habits and the use of body in other 
ways played a leading role in the use and disuse of the organ.23 

Lamarckian theory of evolution offered an explanation about changes in 
organisms. He proposed a relatively teleological instead of a random course of 
evolution. He accepted the evolution of organisms but that it took place in a 
teleological way. erefore, his point of view was considered less dangerous by 
comparison with the Darwinian one. “As Lamarckism was seen as the natural 
alternative to Darwinism, there has been a tendency for later liberals to regard 
it as a morally preferable.”24 In the late nineteenth century, Lamarckian theory 
of evolution was revived as some biologists noticed that the inheritance of ac-
quired characteristics soens evolutionism and has a teleological aspect. Alt-
hough this theory was not completely accepted, Lamarckian principle of in-
heritance of acquired characters had a chance for rebirth.25 It was supposed to 
have offered a more suitable biological toolkit for understanding the develop-
ment of species. 

As some scientists found Lamarckian theory of evolution lacking, it was 
modified. Neo-Lamarckism emerged in the late nineteenth century. e 
strongest supporters of this movement were Alpheus Hyatt (-), Ed-
ward Drinker Cope (-), Henry Fairfield Osborn (-), and the 
Austrian zoologist Paul Kammerer (-). Neo-Lamarckian scientists 
concentrated on problems of adaptation and advocated that evolution of spe-
cies took place in a shorter time.26 Bowler says that 

                                                       
 22 Allen, “History,” . 
 23 Bowler, Evolution, -. 
 24 Ibid., . 
 25 Ibid., . 
 26 Allen, “History,” -. 
 



M U R AT  Y O L U N  

 

neo-Lamarckians of the late nineteenth century was the claim that 
Darwinism was a mechanistic theory which reduced living things to 
puppets driven by heredity. e selection theory made life into a game 
of Russian roulette where life or death was predetermined by genes one 
inherited.27 

While Darwinism le no room for organisms to determine their destiny, La-
marckism allowed them to choose new habits when faced with “environmen-
tal challenge” and set “the future course of their evolution.” In fact, Lamarck-
ian theory of evolution enabled organisms to be agents of their destiny rather 
than passive elements in nature.28 Neo-Lamarckism took many factors in the 
interpretation of organic evolution under consideration. Its proponents em-
phasized the role of “geographical isolation, the effects of gravity, and the ef-
fects of air and water currents.”29 In fact, neo-Lamarckism did not overlook 
the role of the geography where organisms lived and by which they were 
deeply influenced. 

While Darwinian evolutionary theory attracted serious criticisms, La-
marckism offered purposeful and orderly evolution. Some authors like Ed-
ward Pfeifer even thought that natural theology continued in the form neo-
Lamarckism. Many Lamarckians argued that acquired characters, which 
passed to offspring, were the signs of divine will. God help organisms to adapt 
and progress in natural life. Butler’s argument was based on that evolution was 
directed to a goal and there was a consciousness rather than haphazardness in 
the occurrence of evolution.30 

e main figure of biological evolution, Charles Darwin (-), was 
born into an exceptionally prosperous, freethinking family in Shrewsbury. He 
received his education in medicine at Edinburgh University for two years and 
then studied a variety of subjects such as geometry and theology. But the turn-
ing point in his life was the voyages of the HMS Beagle that lasted 
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approximately five years in total. Aer returning in , he began to build his 
evolutionary theory.31 Furthermore, aer returning, he became a well-re-
spected and well-known person by major scientific milieus. In particular, a 
number of naturalists such as Charles Lyell and Richard Owen paid attention 
to Darwin.32 In fact, his fruitful experience and observations in the Galapagos 
offered him the perfect opportunity to establish contact with the scientific net-
work in London at that time. He had an important insight to understand to 
biological diversity aer this voyage. 

What Darwin tried to do was to ascertain the principles of biological evo-
lution. Although Darwin began preparing his work about species when he re-
turned, he would not publish his theory for a long time. In , Alfred Russell 
Wallace (-), a young naturalist, sent Darwin “an unpublished sketch 
of a similar theory,” and Darwin decided to prepare an “abstract” of his book 
on evolution. Eventually, he published his work e Origin of Species in . 
Later, he published e Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication 
() and e Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (). ese 
two books can be regarded as applications of main arguments in e Origin’s.33 
ere is a striking point in this study. Darwin avoided touching upon the 
origin of human beings because even before publishing, he was aware of the 
serious arguments that the book would engender. us, he did not prefer con-
centrating on the origin of human beings in this study. However, as this kind 
of prudent attitude annoyed him,34 Darwin stated that “light will be thrown 
on the origin of man and its history.”35 He was cognizant that any discussion 
of this delicate issue would overshadow his theory of natural selection.36 e 
history of Darwinian theory of evolution proves his suspicion since the ideas 
of a common ancestor or descent from other species eclipsed the full picture. 
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e claim of human descent from monkeys became almost equivalent to this 
theory in many countries. Discussions were in the context of descent from 
lower species. 

Darwin’s formulation of the theory of evolution is based on five basic prin-
ciples. e first is the possibility of “transmutation.” He tried to prove that 
modern species were revised descendants of earlier species and to show how 
this process of descent with modifications had occurred. e second is the 
idea of “common descent.” At the beginning, species had a “common ances-
tor” and then diverged in a long time. All species living on earth might form 
a single tree of life due to their common origin. Darwin concluded that when 
traced back, all animal and plant species might share a common ancestry. 37 
Darwin used “an analogy” between natural selection and “the selective breed-
ing of domesticated animals by humans.” He focused on this analogy in a 
number of chapters ine Origin of Species.38 e third is gradualism. Evolu-
tion did not abruptly happen and species on the earth needed a long time to 
evolve. Nature le little room for extensive biological changes. e fourth is 
“the multiplication of species.” Because species had common ancestry and de-
veloped in different biological ways, their multiplication continued. New or-
ganisms emerged while others become “extinct.” Natural selection is the last 
principle. In natural selection, fit variations were selected and unfavorable 
ones were eliminated.39 Darwin put forward that if “the minute variation” of a 
species provide “advantage” in terms of its capacity of “reproduction and sur-
vival success,” nature select it and eliminate others. Offspring would inherit 
beneficial variations of their ancestors and the aggregate result would be the 
emergence of new species or varieties. Natural selection is the main mecha-
nism of evolution. Each variety and ultimately each new species is “produced 
and maintained by having certain advantages” over other organisms. Later, 
Darwin noticed that his theory of natural selection had serious difficulties ex-
plaining some facts, so he developed his theory of sexual selection in e De-
scent of Man. He needed this theory since he was aware that natural selection 
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could not explain many physical and behavioral traits of humans and animals. 
In addition to natural selection, Darwin used sexual selection to explain or-
ganic life. is selection led to conflicts and competition in which males tried 
to find many mates and to create attraction for “reproduction.”40 

While forming the theory of natural selection, Darwin was inspired by 
omas Malthus, a well-known British economist. He considered that all or-
ganisms were in conflict to survive due to “the pressure” that “population” 
brought about. ere was a discrepancy between population growth and 
“available subsistance.” While “better-adapted species” survive, others be-
came extinct. New species gradually appear on earth.41 Organisms are in a 
fight for survival and reproduction. Struggle is a fundamental aspect of their 
life. Darwin applied social concepts to natural life because it made his theory 
more comprehensible. 

§ .  e Reflections of Darwinian eory in Other Fields 

e zenith of evolutionary thought - Darwinian theory of evolution - le a 
remarkable impact on the history of social and political ideas. While Charles 
Darwin tried to discover the principles of organic evolution by means of ar-
gument, experiment, and observation, his legacy had a tremendous impact on 
the social sciences. at is, the impacts of evolutionary ideas were beyond the 
limits of natural history, and biology, and the theory of evolution was applied 
to the social sciences. It was used in many sciences and by many political ide-
ologies ranging from capitalism to sociology. When considering the implica-
tions of social Darwinism, one must bear in mind that Darwin did not formu-
late a systematic “social theory” but did explicitly desire for evolutionary 
theory be applied to other areas like “language” and “cognition.”42 His theory 
offered a fruitful viewpoint to understand many issues from biology to human 
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affairs. Its implications offered a complete explanation of universe. Besides, 
factors such as “the mechanisms of evolutionary change (natural selection, 
disuse of organs, and sexual selection)” – as well as “the rate and direction of 
evolutionary change” already provided a basis on which social Darwinism 
could be deployed.43 

Among historians, there are disagreements about Darwin’s own views on 
society. While some claim that he promoted aggressive individualism, others 
allege that he was unsympathetic to this viewpoint. Darwin considered that 
both individual and tribal struggle among individuals and tribes had im-
portance in the course of evolution and assumed that breeding unfit individ-
uals might cause trouble in a civilized society because this might disturb the 
course of natural selection. On the other hand, he was surprised when “news-
paper article accused him of justifying the actions of Napoleon and of trades-
men who cheat” in their business. Darwin focused on biological evolution, 
and the social implications of his theory were beyond what he expected.44 
Some social Darwinist thinking was assumed to have been originally formu-
lated by Darwin. Social Darwinism had supporters from parts of the political 
spectrum since the Darwinian concepts of competition, overproduction, and 
selection provide a relatively comprehensive view for explaining social world. 
It is possible to assert that there are different types of social Darwinism and 
political ideologies use the principles and discourse of biological evolution.45 

For political ideologies, social Darwinism offered a toolkit for understand-
ing human nature since, “from the ancient world to the advent of modernity, 
human nature provided a conceptual bedrock for socio-political discourse.” 
Human essence enabled thinkers to have knowledge of how individuals and 
societies could be conducted and how welfare could be realized through social 
and ethical norms.46 Political ideologies had to construct a human nature to 
make their principles more durable and rational. 

Herbert Spencer (-) made tremendous contributions to evolu-
tionary worldview of social Darwinism. He acquired his fame as a philosopher 
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since he attempted to resolve the disagreement about the human nature by 
using the idea of evolution. Many thinkers had examined it for a long time. 
Furthermore, as he associated his philosophy with the free-enterprise capital-
ism, he earned a popular fame. In his book, Social Static (), he criticized 
the idea that “the state could play a useful role in promoting the well-being of 
individuals.” As he introduced the expression “survival of the fittest,” he was 
stigmatized as a social Darwinist. However, like Darwin, Spencer did not con-
sider their ideas to be the promotion of “ruthlessness or immorality.” Spencer 
accepted that human beings make cooperation for their well-being and their 
common interests lead to collective action. “His social philosophy was in-
tended to promote the virtues of thri, self-reliance, and initiative.”47 His po-
litical thought - a liberalism that favored “the virtues of individualism” and 
condemned “the evils of an interventionist state” – were grounded in his the-
ory of evolution. According to Spencer, societies were “the aggregate of indi-
viduals” who had undergone a process of evolution.48 His methodology for 
analyzing society was based on the idea of organic entirety. e mutability of 
organisms in the course of history offered a way of thinking about human ag-
gregates. 

Spencer believed that evolutionism was a universal process and responsi-
ble for everything ranging from the formation of the solar system to the ori-
gins of life to the emergence of human societies. In other words, Spencer’s 
philosophy was based on the idea that the same laws of evolution governed 
both the biological processes by which human beings appeared as well as the 
emergence and development of society.49 “For him, the evolution of the mind 
and the evolution of society went hand in hand.”50 Evolution was a universal 
principle that nothing could escape. 

He proposed a “more ruthless form of individualism.” He embraced “nat-
ural selection as an important mechanism of biological evolution.” He ar-
dently advocated “laissez-faire individualism,” and considered “the struggle 

                                                       
 47 Bowler, Evolution, -. 
 48 Hawkins, Social Darwinism,  
 49 Ibid., . 
 50 Bowler, Evolution, . 
 



M U R AT  Y O L U N  

 

among individuals jockeying for position to be the driving force of social pro-
gress.” Spencer criticized socialism as he thought that poor relief could lead 
to individuals “to be idle organisms.” To him, “a state-funded welfare system” 
would bring about more “unfit people” in society while laissez-faire system 
would promote “individuals to improve themselves.”51 

Socialist ideology used the theory of evolution to bolster their ideologies, 
too. Even “Alfred Russell Wallace, the co-discoverer of natural selection, ac-
tively wrote in support of socialism” and made an effort to find biological 
foundation of this ideology. He claimed that “the inheritance of wealth dis-
torted people” when they chose their mates. “A biologically fit individual 
might be tempted to marry someone of inferior character.” Such cases wholly 
harmed race. If a socialist government promoted “equality of wealth, the fittest 
individuals would naturally tend to partner with one another.” Assuming a 
relation between socialism and Darwinian theory of evolution was an exag-
geration even though Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels were cognizant of “an 
analogy between natural selection and the capitalist system of economic com-
petition.” Soviet Union had an antagonistic attitude to evolutionary theories 
of Darwinian and Lamarckian,52 while Marx was believed to have extolled 
Darwin’s studies.53 In fact, various thinkers used nature as a reference point 
for new and high forms of society. Solidarity or competition in natural life 
inspired them. 

One of the areas for which social Darwinism provided a foundation was 
competition among races. In the nineteenth century, a different type of social 
Darwinism explained “the struggle for existence among the races of human-
kind and among the nations within the dominant white races.” Many people 
claimed that “the domination of one race over others was a natural part of the 
process by which the human species had advanced.” Darwin himself argued 
that both “species and races” were in competition for “territory.” In the nine-
teenth century, as time went on, “there was an increasing assumption that 
populations would expand into new territories, competing with indigenous 
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races.” What is more, Darwin used “racial struggle” as the subtitle of e 
Origin of Species: “e Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life”. 
One can infer that he accepted racial competition among species through his 
observation and research. In the nineteenth century, politicians embraced ra-
cial interpretations of human affairs. Colonial competition among the great 
powers of Europe was interpreted as an outcome of racial competition. Even 
though Europeans believed that they were superior over other races, there 
were “major rivalries among European nations themselves.” Many nations 
competed each other for “their shares of economic benefits of conquest and 
colonization.” e antagonism among the nations was intensified and this sit-
uation paved the way for the rise of militarism. During the colonial era, there 
was a remarkable “transition from an individual struggle to a national struggle 
for existence.”54 Darwinists such as Karl Pearson and Sir Arthur Keith had 
confidence in the white men’s ability to expand its territory and they “wel-
comed their conquest of the world.”55 Colonialism and colonial rivalry among 
these states had deep racial roots which the aforementioned intellectuals sup-
ported. 

§ .  e Reception of Darwinism in Europe 

It is fruitful to look at the reception of Darwinian theory in certain countries. 
In Britain, where the leading figures of evolutionary thought (Darwin, Spen-
cer, Wallace) had been born, the theory of evolution by natural selection ini-
tiated serious discussions in both secular and religious milieus - as did all over 
the world - due to its antitheological and materialist implications. Many pub-
lications of Darwin’s e Origin of Species () sold out and he gained an 
enormous reputation within scientific societies because of his hotly-debated 
theory. omas Henry Huxley (-), a well-known English biologist, 
supported his theory so aggressively that he was called “Darwin’s bulldog.”56 
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Just one year of the publication of e Origin of Species, Huxley, Bishop Samuel 
Wilberforce, and many scientists met at the  meeting of the British Asso-
ciation to discuss evolutionary theory. is was a public debate that took place 
in the Oxford Museum of Natural History. “Wilberforce was coached by an 
anatomist, Richard Owen,” who accepted evolution, but not Darwinian evo-
lution by natural selection.57 In fact, this discussion is proof of a scientific chal-
lenge to the teachings of the church and of a conflict between science and re-
ligion. is hot debate publicized Darwin’s theory, which appeared more in 
the journals.58 Despite harsh criticism, the theory was promoted much more. 

In Britain, “opponents” to the theory of evolution tried “to preserve a role 
for God’s designing hand in nature.” Roger Owen argued that “evolution was 
the unfolding of a divine plan through law-bound process rather that a se-
quence of miracles.” In , a Catholic anatomist who was one of Owen’s 
disciples, St. George Jackson Mivart, criticized Darwinian evolution and, and 
wrote a book entitled Genesis of Species. Even though Huxley had agreed with 
Mivart at the beginning, he expelled him from “the Darwinian camp” due to 
“his antiselectionist arguments.” Mivart wanted the place of divine will in the 
interpretation of natural life. ose who criticized Darwinian theory were 
worried about implication of materialism. “is paved the way for the emer-
gence of anti-Darwinian ideas.”59 In other words, they were annoyed by the 
subversive, materialistic implications of the theory and attacked it on religious 
grounds. 

In Germany, Darwinian theory of evolution acquired a tremendous repu-
tation. Its roots took such a deep hold among Germany’s intellectuals that it 
can be called a cradle of Darwinist thought. is is because “the German mind 
was predisposed to adopt the new theory.” Immanuel Kant (-) and 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (-) favored “transmutational views” 
and several major German thinkers used “Lamarck’s conceptions” in the first 

                                                       
 57 Ibid., -. 
 58 Ian Hesketh, Of Apes and Ancestors: Evolution, Christianity, and the Oxford Debate (Toronto 

[Ont.]: University of Toronto Press, Scholarly Publishing Division, ), . 
 59 Bowler, “Darwinism,” . 
 



B I O L O G Y  A S  P O L I T I C S  A N D  P H I L O S O P H Y  

 

decades of the nineteenth century.60 German intellectuals’ ties to evolutionary 
ideas had a considerable past, even though it was not long. Darwin’s book, e 
Origin of Species (), was translated into German by H. G. Bronn just aer 
one year aer its English publication. His theory fit well into the German in-
tellectual landscape. 

Even though Bronn translated Darwin’s book, he challenged his theory, 
and later Ernst Haeckel (-) and August Schleicher (-) ac-
cepted his challenge. Bronn claimed that Darwin’s theory lacked “actual evi-
dence,” but Ernst Haeckel and August Schleicher came to the aid of Darwinian 
theory and provided the necessary evidence. e former was a professor of 
biology at the University of Jena and carried out embryological studies to bol-
ster the idea of evolution. e latter was a linguist. “He explored the history of 
language, where linguistic fossils could be found that indicated descent with 
modification.” He put forward that “language and mind were two sides of the 
monistic coin” and human mental evolution could be measured by “the com-
plexity of language.”61 His attempt to provide empirical evidence to prove evo-
lution was various from that of biologists like Haeckel. 

Ernst Haeckel was a leading figure in not only biological evolution but also 
social Darwinism. He met naturalists such as omas Henry Huxley and 
Charles Darwin in England before conducting his research on “siphono-
phores, a complex colonial organism,” in Canary Islands in -.62 His vis-
its offered him the opportunity to learn about evolution from direct sources 
and expand its application. Ernst Haeckel enthusiastically favored Darwin’s 
theory and its application of the struggle for existence to human affairs. Rich-
ard Weikart says that 

he (Ernst Haeckel) believed that the most important aspect of Darwin-
ism was the animal ancestry of humans, which would bring forth a 
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complete revolution in the entire world view of humanity. e idea of 
human evolution would integrate all branches of knowledge.63 

Haeckel favored the application of Darwinism to society, but was challenged 
by German scientists such as Ludwig Rüttimeyer (-) and Alexander 
Goette (-) who attacked Haeckel’s biogenetic law. ese scientists dis-
proved “recapitulation hypothesis” in particular, thus “protecting the newly 
emerging field of professional embryology from the ingressions of evolution-
ary theory.”64 In spite of these critics, Haeckel’s legacy was so significant that 
it deeply influenced Ottoman intellectuals like Baha Tevfik in the late period 
of the Ottoman Empire. Wilhelm Preyer, a fellow professor of physiology at 
the University of Jena, applied “Darwinism to society.” He stressed “individu-
alistic nature of the human struggle for existence.” He offered a justification 
for “economic inequality and the permanence of poverty.”65 e entrench-
ment of evolutionary ideas in many fields ranging from biology to anthropol-
ogy annoyed many scientists in Germany, and it can be inferred that the pen-
etration of evolution into the German consciousness did not take place 
without opposition. 

Social Darwinism remained theoretically and practically in Germany. It 
provided a historical and biological basis for political thought there like it did 
throughout Europe. As Darwin stressed, the inevitability of the struggle for 
existence in human society and its concomitant evils could be easily consid-
ered “an apology for economic inequality and brutal competition.” ere was 
a “connection between economic liberalism and social Darwinism,” which is 
apparent in the thoughts of the young Max Weber. He was familiar with the 
words and phrases used in evolutionary theories. Also, he advocated “eco-
nomic competition and free trade” since they were considered important ele-
ments of struggle for existence. e dominant character of German intellec-
tual life was social Darwinism and it is impossible to avoid its influence in this 
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country. Furthermore, “the collectivist form of social Darwinism justified mil-
itarism, nationalism, imperialism, and racial competition.” Ernst Haeckel 
himself supported some nationalist and imperialist thoughts. In his study en-
titled Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschicht, he claimed that there were “ten races of 
humanity” and “Caucasian race” was superior. He overlooked “the extermi-
nation of primitive races” that were defeated in the struggle for existence.66 

In Germany, social Darwinism was so deeply rooted that it was accused of 
paving way for the birth of “Nazi ideology” and German imperialism. Many 
critics accused Darwinian theory of providing a foundation for “Hitler’s rac-
ism and Nazi biology.” In addition, Ernst Haeckel was considered to have 
“forged the bonds between academic science and racism in Germany.” What 
is more, he was said to have propounded the idea that “Jews were the original 
source of decadence and morbidity in the modern world.”67 Some prominent 
Darwinists alleged that human racial competition and war were part of the 
Darwinian struggle for existence. Some factions of social Darwinism were im-
bibed into Nazi ideology and blended into virulent anti-Semitism, culminat-
ing in the Holocaust. It was claimed that “Hitler hijacked Darwinism” and ap-
plied it to politics. Hitler had the idea that humans have differing values 
dependent on biological characteristics and he tried to apply biological ine-
qualities of human beings to the political realm. “Darwinian terminology and 
rhetoric were pervaded in his speeches and writings.” e fact that Hitler was 
a social Darwinist is indisputable,68 but to what extent he was influenced by 
Darwin remains a matter of debate. ere is no direct influence of Darwinian 
theory of evolution, but as Darwinist thought was a favored trend in German 
intellectual life, avoiding the spirit of age seems inevitable. Robert J. Richards 
says, “Hitler’s notions of struggle (Kampf) or battle among races seems anti-
thetical to the Darwin’s conception that struggle occurs primarily and most 
strongly within a variety or race and only distantly among distinct varieties or 
species.”69 
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e appearance of Nazi ideology cannot be attributed only to Darwinism; 
other factors must be taken into consideration. “Darwinism was a necessary 
but not sufficient cause for Nazi ideology.” Nevertheless, historical “connec-
tion” between Darwinism and Nazism are so apparent that they seem unde-
niable. However, Nazi ideology was not a natural outcome of social Darwin-
ism. ere had to be another factor to bring out this kind of ideology. What is 
more, traces of Darwinist thought can be found in other countries. For exam-
ple, “the Darwinian devaluing of human life” cannot be considered “proto-
Nazi” since such ideas were existent in the “United States, Great Britain, and 
other democratic countries.” In other words, “devaluing human life” was not 
particular to Germany and led to “human tragedies outside of Germany.” But, 
“the most catastrophic” events took place in Germany.70 e practical use of 
social Darwinism and Eugenics is the reason many conclude that Nazi ideol-
ogy was born within social Darwinism and accused Darwinism and evolu-
tionary ideas of bringing about the destruction of the modern world and hu-
man values. However, it must be emphasized that the relationship between 
Darwinism and Nazism is not clear and is debatable. 

In Europe, the attitude of France was quite different. France resisted the 
penetration of Darwin’s evolutionary thought despite its having become a ma-
jor scientific tradition in the nineteenth century. Darwin’s many books were 
translated into French starting in the s, and e Origin of Species was 
translated by Clémence Royer (-) in , only two years aer its Ger-
man translation. When Darwin’s Origin was translated into French, “Darwin 
was scandalized by Royer’s preface.” e translator asserted that “Darwin’s 
theory embodied not only a philosophy of nature but also a philosophy of hu-
manity.” She thought “Darwin’s book was not only destined for botanists, zo-
ologists, and physiologists, but also for philosophers and economists.” Also, 
she concluded that Darwin’s thoughts stressed “the fundamental errors of 
Christianity: exaggeration of the virtues of charity, fraternity, and the sacrifice 
of the strong for the weak.”71 She seems to have had social Darwinist 
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tendencies because she not only considered Darwin’s theory in terms of bio-
logical evolution but also applied it to social sciences. She was aware of 
groundbreaking implications of his theory. 

e idea that Darwin was completely unknown in France is unfounded. 
His many works were translated and “diffused”, and he was honored by Paris 
Academy of Science - though later than in Germany. However, many French 
naturalists and biologists ignored him and “showed high reluctance to adopt 
or imitate his works.”72 ere are two reasons for France’s resistance to Dar-
winian theory of natural selection. First, biology in the country was under the 
domination of “a positivist view of science.” Darwinian evolution was thought 
to “belong to the realm of speculation,” French scientists discredited it. Claude 
Bernard and Louise Pasteur, well-known French biologists, thought that ques-
tions such as the fixity or transformation of species and “multiplicity of human 
races could not be resolved experimentally. us, instead of such questions, 
biologists were to have an attention to problems that could be solved experi-
mentally. In fact, many French biologists thought that Darwinian theory of 
evolution went beyond the facts, “generated idle controversy, and was non-
scientific.”73 When Darwin published e Origin of Species in  and e 
Descent of Man in , the main arguments became hotly debated issues in 
scientific societies, and his theory was oen assumed to be hypothetical. In 
the natural sciences, French had “applied and non-theoretical orientation.”74 
erefore, this kind of attitude discredited Darwin and le little room for him. 

Second, Darwinian and Lamarckian theories of evolution fundamentally 
disagreed over the mechanism of evolution, and there was a clear competition 
between these two theories. As a Frenchman, Lamarck had an advantage in 
his own country, even though nationality should not matter in the pursuit of 
universal truths. Some Lamarckian scientists admitted the existence of natural 
and sexual selection but denied that they are the main mechanism of 
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evolution. ey believed that “the action of the external milieu (essentially the 
physical milieu)” led to the direct “modification” of organisms and that new 
characteristics were passed to “their progeny.” “Lamarckism fitted well with 
the primacy of experimental biology.”75 us, scientific attitudes inspired by 
Lamarckian thought were preferred in France. 

In spite of the resistance to Darwin’s theory in the nineteenth century, it 
began to be “incorporated into” research programs in France at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. To French scientists in particular, Philippe L’Héritier 
(–) and Georges Teissier (–) were “standard Darwinians who 
took Darwin’s theory of natural selection not as an object of rhetorical discus-
sion but as a working paradigm.”76 Eventually, Darwin’s theory caught on, de-
feating Lamarckian theory of evolution. 

Some scholars claim that the Catholic Church played a primary role in 
preventing the introduction or penetration of Darwin’s theory into France. 
Because its implications for the nature of human beings, morality, and their 
role on earth brought about shock, religious authorities were alarmed around 
the world. However, such opposition cannot be evaluated as a distinctive fac-
tor that explains why French scientists were unwilling to incorporate Darwin-
ian theory into their active research program in the nineteenth century. In 
other words, the opposition of the Catholic Church did not play a decisive 
role; religious challenges were present in other countries like England, where 
Bishop Samuel Wilberforce spilled out hatred for Darwin’s theory. Towards 
the end of the nineteenth century, Eugenics and improving began to make in-
roads in science. 

Many Russian naturalists and social thinkers embraced Darwinism enthu-
siastically. e Russian translation of e Origin of Species appeared in , 
just a couple of years aer its German and French translations. “Darwinism 
became a part of the creed only of those thinkers who considered themselves 
progressive.” In particular, “Russian radicals” considered Darwin’s theory as 
similar to Newton’s physics. His theory of natural selection explained the 
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development of the organic world without recourse to a creator or a purpose. 
However, “the enthusiasm for Darwinism and the natural sciences in the s 
was not confined to radical thinkers.” Some moderate thinkers were aware of 
the development of natural sciences in their country. Due to the political 
structure of Russia, no conservative school of political thought in Russia used 
Darwinism “to rationalize a social structure.” e scientist who did the most 
to introduce Darwinism there was Kliment Arkadeevich Timiriazev, a hard-
liner who defended the Darwinian ideas. He was the major publicist of the 
theory of natural selection and played a leading role in its promotion. In ad-
dition, he managed to stand up against anti-evolutionary arguments.77 

In Russia, one of the heaviest attacks on Darwinism appeared in  with 
the publication of N. A. Danilevsky’s massive Darwinism: Critical Research. 
However, Timiriazev, as Darwin’s most active propagator in Russia, “quickly 
came to the defense of Darwinism in a series of public lectures and articles.”78 
e criticism of Darwin’s revolutionary theory did not amount to its total re-
jection. In other words, many scientists in Russia had a shared enthusiasm for 
Darwinism but did not receive it uncritically. Particularly, the response of the 
great majority to the “Darwin-Malthus connection” and the metaphor “strug-
gle for existence” was negative. Many Russian scientists like Ilya Ilyich Mech-
nikov were outstanding Russian scientists in the field of biology who remained 
distant from the idea of struggle for existence.79 Korzhinskii emphasized the 
theory of heterogenesis, rather than evolutionary theory. He proposed that 

the struggle for existence remained a key factor in geographical distri-
bution of variations, but it was also an obstacle to evolution. When 
struggle among organisms was intense, new, unstable variations gen-
erally perished. When the geographical conditions were suitable, 
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newly arisen variations could consolidate and multiply. Korzhinskii 
mainly challenged Darwin’s theory of evolution.80 

Due to “the basic condition of Russia’s national life,” their responses can be 
claimed to have had nationalist sentiments. “Russian class structure and po-
litical traditions, and its land and climate” played a role in the absence of “a 
dynamic, pro-laissez-faire bourgeoisie,” and Russian lands were under the 
domination of “landowners and peasants.” Even though Russian intellectuals 
welcomed Darwin, they distanced themselves from the idea of struggle for 
existence.81 e political and economic infrastructures were not suitable for 
advocating such concepts, and it offered no meaningful tool for understand-
ing Russian society. In other words, defining the relations of social groups in 
the context of a struggle for existence was not fruitful for interpreting of Rus-
sian society. 

§ .  Evolution and Improvement of Genetic Quality 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, it was believed that modern so-
cieties were decaying due to artificial and unnatural intervention which were 
leaving detrimental impact on the course of human progress. In other words, 
“modern civilization removed the salutary effects of natural selection” because 
it enabled physically and mentally impaired individuals to survive and to re-
produce. “e only way to save humanity was to control these individuals.”82 
e increasing number of those with no capacity to contribute to the develop-
ment of their societies was akin to an alarm bell. Francis Galton, the cousin of 
Charles Darwin, coined the term Eugenics, which can be regarded as a form 
of Social Darwinism. “e logic of Eugenics rested on the ideology of heredi-
tary or genetic determinism.” erefore, eugenic scientists claimed that 
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neither “education” nor “improved conditions” could change the biologically-
ordained quality of an individual.83 

Some individuals are hereditarily noble and factors like education have no 
impact on their personal development. “Galton argued that human intellec-
tual, moral, and personality traits were transmitted from parents to offspring.” 
e achievements in various fields resulted from inheritance, and biological 
factors played the leading role during the entire life of an individual. “Talented 
individuals” would be successful irrespective of their disadvantages. eir 
number needed to be increased, and those whose heredity was not noble 
should not be permitted to overwhelm society. To Galton, the course of hu-
man evolution had to be manipulated for a better society. “e obvious solu-
tion was for humans to take charge of their own evolution, doing for them-
selves what breeders had done for horses and cattle.”84 In fact, intervention in 
the course of evolution of organisms was no a novelty; human beings had been 
carrying out it for centuries.85 

Eugenics became popular in many countries. At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, many eugenic associations and societies were founded 
around the world. In the United States, for example, the American Breeders 
Association – later the American Genetic Association - set up a Eugenics 
Committee in , and aer four years, the Eugenics Record Office was es-
tablished. Moreover, the first Eugenic Congress was held in . “A well-es-
tablished eugenic program existed in Germany long before the Nazis came to 
power in .” ey were a remarkable example because of “more extreme 
methods to sterilize and ultimately to liquidate the unfit.”86 ey sterilized 
thousands of people and killed millions, including gypsies and homosexuals, 
in order that Germany have racial purity. Eugenic practices were even com-
mon in some Scandinavian countries like Sweden. 
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One debated issue concerning Darwin’s theory is its relationship to Eu-
genics. Even though Darwin was not a social thinker, he is important in the 
history of social thought due to his contribution to the making of modern 
Eugenics. Aer the publication of e Origin of Species, “Darwin as well as his 
readers assumed that natural selection resulted in the constant improvement 
of organic beings.”87 Nonetheless, Darwin did not favor any intervention into 
“human breeding,” and “imposing a twentieth-century eugenic outlook upon 
him is anachronistic.” ose who read both “Darwin’s ambiguous writing” 
and similar studies written by others were confused and believed that Darwin 
himself promoted Eugenics.88 

Darwin accepted the negative results of “the less capable outbreeding” but 
“he sanctioned neither a withdrawal from charity activities nor the active 
breeding of humans.” As a result, it is not possible to describe him as a eugen-
icist. However, Darwin’s theory alerted people to “the need for a program of 
selective breeding.”89 Darwinian theory of evolution provided a biological ba-
sis on which eugenicists bolstered their agendas, contributing to a favorable 
environment for them to argue their views. Its discourse of selection was used 
to justify eugenicist policies. As Darwin’s theory allowed the interpretation of 
human societies from a biological point of view, intervention into their bio-
logical evolution and the creation of societies composed of “better” individu-
als became possible. In fact, the implications of his theory fit well with the 
agenda of Eugenics. 

§ .  e Growing Tension between Science and Religion 

e publication of e Origin of Species in  aroused curiosity and fear due 
to its main arguments and implications. All copies sold out quickly and many 
subsequent editions were published. is book seems to have had more influ-
ence than the works of Newton and Copernicus in scientific communities. 
Darwin’s theory was conceived “as an answer to questions in biology,” but it 
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contributed to many fields ranging from cosmology to psychology.90 Its influ-
ence was beyond biology, and le profound impacts in many fields from pol-
itics to embryology. Nevertheless, Darwinian theory made many people upset 
and angry due to its materialist implications even though he tried not to draw 
materialist conclusions. “Most readers understood him as a materialist.”91 e 
most common basis for criticism against Darwin and his theory concerns its 
promotion of materialism that was said to conflict with religious teachings. To 
many, especially conservatives, the theory was shocking since it replaced God 
with nature. e idea of divine involvement in the world was undermined, and 
it explained the forms of natural life in materialistic terms. Aer , a long - 
lasting tension between science and religion would gain momentum. Indeed, 
one of the biggest challenges that religion - including Judaism and Islam – had 
faced resulted from Darwin’s theory of evolution. Religious communities 
tried to protect themselves from the corrosive and degenerate influences of 
evolution. 

Darwin’s theory was criticized in two realms, namely, religion and science. 
However, the majority originated from religious rather than scientific motiva-
tions. Before scrutinizing these criticisms, a crucial point must be clarified. 
e relationship between religion and science cannot be reduced merely to 
conflict. Some sects in both Christianity and Islam and many religious men 
had a moderate attitude and accepted evolution either partly or completely. 
erefore, claiming that religion is ipso facto against evolution is untrue, even 
if conflict between them is the most remarkable dimension of their relation-
ship. As Darwinian theory of evolution became accepted in scientific commu-
nities and societies, anti-Darwinism also emerged. In other words, the making 
of Darwinism and anti-Darwinism are a concomitant process. 

To begin with, not only religious men but also some scientists did not wel-
come Darwin’s theory, as it was claimed to not be based on scientific truths. 
e scientifically motivated challenge to Darwin’s theory was Lamarckism, 
the details of which are explained earlier in this chapter. His theory began to 
be discussed in some scientific milieus, and public reactions to it was negative. 

                                                       
 90 Dennett, Darwin’s, . 
 91 Richard G. Olson, Science and Religion -: From Copernicus to Darwin (Westport, 

Conn.: Greenwood Press, ), . 



M U R AT  Y O L U N  

 

In particular, theologians were shocked and labeled Darwin “the most dan-
gerous man in England.” Although some young scientists like Huxley sup-
ported him, “the majority of established scientists” did not regard his study 
founded.92 eir criticisms were based on five points. To begin with, hus-
bandry had not shown that new species could emerge by selection. “Selection 
had been practiced with dogs for hundreds, but no new species had been pro-
duced.” erefore, many scientists thought that the main mechanism of evo-
lution - natural selection – was invalid. Second, “the blending inheritance 
meant that new variations would hardly ever have a chance to become estab-
lished except under extremely high levels of selection.” ird, there were 
“large gaps and discontinuities” between fossils. ere should be a fossil rec-
ord with “many intermediate forms,” the lack of which is even today a com-
mon point of criticism by anti-Darwinists. Fourth, Darwin was accused of 
claiming that human beings had descended from monkeys. is accusation 
led to “considerable controversy,” and was the most hotly debated dimension 
of his theory, in both secular and theological milieus. Finally, “the estimates of 
the age of the earth” seemed to refute “Darwin’s slow, gradual process.” Di-
verse species on earth would have required a longer time to evolve. ere was 
a serious conflict between the geological age of earth and the duration of evo-
lution.93 

e age of earth was claimed to have been one of its weakest links. at is, 
Darwin thought that there had to be enough time for the evolution of spe-
cies.94 Darwin came up with his theory “without knowing the time scale of 
orbitally forced climatic change, the relationship between that time scale and 
the longevity of species, and how organisms and species respond to rapid cli-
mate change.”95 What is more, there was conflict with respect to the age of the 
earth, and scientific estimates differed remarkably. In the nineteenth century, 
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the age of earth was one a debated issue in the scientific world. Charles Lyell, 
a well-known British geologist, argued that its age could be calculated by using 
“the cooling of the planet from a molten state,” and he argued that “the total 
age might be only a hundred million years.” Subsequently, the theory was re-
jected by subsequent physical theories.96 

Actually, Darwin himself was apprehensive about the age of earth and 
tried to find out its age by looking at the findings of geology. He estimated the 
age of earth as “hundreds of millions of years,”97 and believed that this was 
enough for the evolution of species. But, in late , the physicist William 
omson (Lord Kelvin) used “the new science of thermodynamics” and esti-
mated “a shorter age of the earth to an extent which made the selection theory 
untenable.” He estimated the total age of earth could not be more than  
million years. “ermodynamics was based on the physical principle that en-
ergy always becomes less available and hence hot bodies always cool down.” 
Even though Darwin was sure Kelvin made a critical mistake in the calcula-
tion of the age of earth, he could not explain “why.”98 Shorter time scales were 
a serious problem for his theory. Darwin could not stand up against his esti-
mate since he was a powerful, influential physicist.99 However, William 
ompson’s estimate would later be falsified and Darwin’s theory was more 
compatible with the newer geological findings about the age of earth. 

e most significant challenge that Darwinian theory of evolution origi-
nated from religious motivations, even though e Origin of Species, suggested 
that Darwin theory was in partial harmony with “some interpretations of 
Christianity (He later expressed regret about this language in his book.)”100 He 
was worried about the potential reactions to his work and tried to prevent it 
with biblical language. Even before the publication of e Origin of Species, 
Darwin was aware of the controversy that his book would engender and thus 
avoided mentioning the origin of human. However, this diplomatic attitude 
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annoyed him, so “he inserted a single sentence at the end”101 that “light will be 
thrown on the origin of man and its history”.102 Actually, Darwin had much to 
say about the evolution of humankind, but because scientific realm was not 
ready to hear it, he decided to remain mute on this topic for a long time. He 
was cognizant that a scientific discussion of the origin of humankind might 
overshadow his theory of selection.103 His prediction was true to an extent: 
discussion of the evolution of organisms did revolve around the descent of 
humans from monkeys - one of the well-known implications of his theory. In 
, he elaborated his view on the evolution of humankind in e Descent of 
Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, providing a more scientific basis for the 
discussion of the origin of humankind. 

Nowadays, “virtually all scientists agree that the evidence for organic evo-
lution by natural selection is so overwhelming that its essential truth is beyond 
question.” Darwin’s theory has been subjected to fierce skepticism for a long 
time, but because of “the discovery of DNA and explosive development of ge-
netics,” the idea of organic evolution was strongly confirmed.104 However, re-
ligious arguments against his theory survived despite these scientific develop-
ments. 

e religious opposition to Darwinian theory is based on a number of ba-
sis about God and human. Christianity, Islam, and Judaism do not have the 
same attitude to this theory, and there are many differences among their sects. 
Even various religious men in the same religion or sect bold various positions 
on this theory. Collapsing the beliefs of these religions and sects into just one 
stands would be mistaken. 

In early nineteenth century Britain, scientific studies and religious teach-
ings were thought to be consistent with each other. Science was believed to 
reveal “the wonders and perfection of natural world” and to provide “evidence 
for divine design.” William Paley’s book, Natural eology, is an outstanding 
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work reflecting this view.105 Darwin’s theory was conceived as a blow to divin-
ity as it shook its main foundation. “e first chapters of the biblical book of 
Genesis describe God’s creation of the world, plants, animals, and human be-
ings. A literal interpretation of Genesis is incompatible with the gradual evo-
lution of humans and organisms by natural processes.106” e idea that these 
organisms have remained the same since their creation eroded since evolution 
showed how they changed in the course of history.”107 Many scientists thought 
that a serious conflict between science and religion took place. 

Darwin’s evolutionary theory “fitted perfectly with an emerging positiv-
istic conception of science that was loath to invoke intelligent design and 
sought as far as possible to assimilate scientific explanations into natural 
law.”108 Science was substituted for God and explained forms of natural life in 
materialistic terms, undermining the idea of miraculous creation. Many reli-
gious men thought that God’s involvement on earth have been minimized or 
wiped out. is is the most striking antitheological implication of the theory, 
and “conservative opponents to it labeled the theory as an extreme manifesta-
tion of the atheistical tendency. e natural world that produced humans was 
reduced to a purposeless sequence of accidental changes.”109 e theory of a 
purely natural and unplanned course of the history of organisms put religions 
on the line; counter arguments were vital for their survival. 

Actually, Darwin’s relation to religion seems ambivalent since he never 
called himself an atheist. Even though “he gradually lost any belief in Christi-
anity as a divine revelation, he described himself variously as a theist or an 
agnostic, but never as an atheist.” Darwin’s belief was not so clear in the course 
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his life, and his “eventual unequivocal rejection of Christianity” was obvious 
at the end of his life. He expressed that he believed neither in the “Bible as 
divine revelation” nor in “Jesus as the son of God.”110 He received a religious 
education in Cambridge before going to Galapagos Islands, but he was dissat-
isfied with being there as he did not choose the school himself. His family 
played a considerable role in his educational background, leading him to at-
tend this religious school. 

Darwinian theory of evolution le a detrimental impact on the teleologi-
cal view of nature since it implied that neither nature nor humans had a par-
ticular goal. e divine interpretation of nature and humankind assumed that 
both were products of divine will and fulfilled the goals of God. eir perfect 
structure was proof of the existence of God, and denying or overlooking divine 
intervention was unacceptable to many religious men. Darwin suggested that 
“initial variations in hereditary material are probably random rather than di-
rected to any particular end.”111 erefore, life lacks meaning from evolution-
ary point of view because the theory undermined the teleological approach to 
nature. “Traditional theology” assumes that the emergence of humans is the 
product of a divine will and that human life has an existential “goal.”112 As an 
elevated organism on earth, it cannot be the product of natural haphazardness. 
Traditional theology carried out an anti-materialist counterattack. 

Darwinism brought about a transformation in the thinking about the 
value of human life. First of all, Darwinism altered some people’s conception 
of humans in the universe and the organic world. For example, aer the pub-
lication of e Origin of Species, T. H. Huxley questioned the position of hu-
man beings in “Man’s Place in Nature.”113 Darwin profoundly undermined 
“the sanctity of human life.” e ideology of classical liberal human rights and 
“Judeo-Christianity” both attributed enormous value to human life, but it was 
now subject to discussion. Many Darwinists claimed that they were creating a 
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whole new world view with new ideas114 and that there was no room for the 
divine interpretation of human beings. “e Darwinian revolution displaced 
human beings from their exalted position as the center of life on earth,” and 
notion that “all other species were created for the service of humankind.”115 In 
particular, Abrahamic religions attribute a tremendous importance to human 
beings. In both the Bible and the Torah, humans had a special position, and 
God created earth for these beings. To question whether human beings are 
special and distinctive meant to question their existential goal.116 From an evo-
lutionary point of view, humans are ordinary creatures on earth and are no 
different from other organisms. 

Second, the mechanism of Darwinian evolutionary theory - the principle 
of natural selection - suggested “the mass destruction of organisms, including 
humans,” was not crucial. In fact, the destruction of human life amounted to 
know than the demise of an organism.117 at is, human beings are not various 
from other species on earth and do not have any special mission. 

ird, the principle of a common ancestor was terrifying for religions 
since it conflicted with chapters in Genesis about the creation of the earth and 
humans according to which God first created earth and then humans. How-
ever, Darwin proposed that humans appeared later than other animals and 
had common ancestor with many of them. Naturalist thinkers such as John 
Ray, the author of the Wisdom of God, and William Paley, the author of Natural 
eology, believed that “each species were perfectly adapted to their environ-
ments because it had been created by a wise and benevolent God.” 118 Humans 
are divine and exalted organisms. eir dethronement from this sacred posi-
tion was unacceptable to those who endorsed the teachings of the Bible. Dar-
win challenged the story of human origin recounted in sacred texts and un-
dermined the traditional belief that nature itself is a divine construct. 

A well-known implication of Darwinian theory of evolution is human de-
scent from inferior animals like monkeys. Religious thinkers were worried 
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about the decay of moral values since if humans were descended from mon-
keys, it meant that they would display uncivilized and brutal behavior. Hu-
mans had a soul and morality, and this peculiarity was imperiled by Darwin’s 
dangerous ideas. “For the fundamentalists, the spread of Darwinism was both 
a cause and a symptom of the degeneration of human civilization.” ey had 
witnessed “the barbaric violence of the First World War” and argued that an-
imal ancestry might “brutalize and degrade them.”119 is was the most com-
mon criticism levied against Darwin’s theory, but within Christianity, there 
was no single, homogenous point of view. 

Darwinian theory was rejected by two main claims of Catholicism. e 
first was the teleological approach to natural knowledge. e second was that 
“the rational human soul was different from the merely vegetable and animal 
souls of all living organisms. Each rational soul was directly implanted by 
God.”120 With the scientific triumph of evolutionary theory, the Catholic 
Church had to adopt a new position and endorse an ambivalent attitude. It 
gradually accepted the physical evolution of human species, but maintained 
that God created their soul. In fact, for them the human was comprised of two 
parts, namely, body and soul. While the former was a product of evolutionary 
processes, the latter was that of a divine act. Materialistic evolution can be ap-
plied only to the body, not to the soul. e Roman Catholic Church was not 
willing to completely accept the evolutionary theory since it worried about the 
theory’s capacity “to deprive the world of meaning and purpose.”121 e lim-
ited or moderate acceptance of evolution is nonetheless the first steps to com-
plete acceptance as it is extremely difficult for religious men to accept biolog-
ical facts that have the capacity to undermine the main pillars of the religion. 

e smooth acceptance of evolutionary theory is not limited to Catholics, 
but is evident in other sects, as well. When conservatives faced this great threat 
to their belief, they took up an argument that “evolution represented the un-
folding of a divine plan.” ey did not completely reject evolution and claimed 
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that this process could not be realized by “a purely haphazard mechanism” – 
in which case God had to be involved.122 Evolution itself became such a strong 
and, clear reality that they could not overlook it. “In Britain, the Anglican 
Church endorsed the idea of teleological evolutionism.” At the beginning of 
the twentieth century, a new natural theology based on evolutionism emerged. 
e Anglican Church had a progressive view and promoted efforts to forge a 
reconciliation with science.123 Furthermore, some Protestants, who posed the 
most fundamental challenges to Darwin also tried to find ways to accept sci-
entific truth without undermining their belief. In other words, with the pro-
fessional triumph of evolutionary theory, most Protestants began to accept it 
as truth. Yet, “they sought to harmonize scientific and religious views by 
adopting carefully - craed interpretations of both evolution and Christianity 
so as to make them work together.”124 

Anti-Darwinism not only produced criticism but offered alternative inter-
pretations of nature, namely creationism and Intelligent Design, which are 
based on religious rather than scientific concerns. In fact, they are the contin-
uation of natural theology. In both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it 
was oen asserted by conservative or those with religious motivations that 
“evolutionary theory was in the throes of death.”125 

One of the most systematic challenges to Darwinian theory of evolution 
belongs to creationists who argue that God created organisms on earth and 
that nature is incapable of it. In other words, the proponents of creationism 
argue that there must be a supernatural power to make organisms with com-
plicated anatomy and behaviors since natural selection is unable to lead to 
such complicated structures and acts.126 Nature and human beings are divine 
products, not the outcomes of natural processes that lasted millions of years. 
e proponents of creationism say that “only supernatural design can explain 
the complex and orderly structure” of organisms. “e perfection of each 
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design and the adaptation of each species to a particular way of life” is appar-
ent proof of the existence of God.127 

e creationists’ relationship to science is ambivalent: though they accept 
that the earth orbits the sun, they deny evolution. ey are selective in their 
acceptance of scientific truth. ey are not anti-science, and readily endorse 
what does not undermine their religious beliefs. ere are simple, basic differ-
ences among the views of various creationists, but “what all share is the belief 
that the universe and life on earth were created instantaneously and supernat-
urally by God and that human beings and all other organisms were created 
separately and in their current form.” ey deny the common ancestry of all 
plants and animals.128 

e modern creationist movement was born in the United States and anti-
Darwinism was exported to other countries. “e growth of secondary edu-
cation, the appearance of Protestant fundamentalism, and the association of 
evolution with social and political ideas of social Darwinism” paved the way 
for the rise of the movement there.129 In the first half of the twentieth century, 
creationists managed to exclude evolution from “school curriculums for dec-
ades.”130 e main victory for anti-Darwinists was the Scopes Trial that was 
publicized worldwide in . A teacher was put on trial for teaching evolution 
in his classroom and he was levied a fine. ere was great attraction to this 
trial, and it was broadcast live on the radio. Many countries paid attention to 
it. Aer the Scopes Trial, interest in the subject of evolution declined and it 
was banned from the curricula of schools in many states until s. But the 
Cold War affected many fields, including science and education, and these 
curricula were revised so that the United States could compete with the Soviet 
Union. In fact, the United States had to take scientific and rational precautions 
and reform its education.131 erefore, attempts to prevent the teaching of evo-
lution were discredited, playing a remarkable role in the popularization and 
public acceptance of the theory. Anti-Darwinism seemed to have been 
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thwarted in the favorable climate that allowed the theory to rise, but the rise 
of anti-Darwinism was accompanied by that of its opponent, anti-Darwinism. 
e theory’s new success motivated those trying to refute it. In particular, aer 
s, anti-Darwinism grew stronger. 

ere are various forms of creationism, the most outstanding of which is 
Intelligent Design. e unfavorable climate did not wipe out anti-Darwinism, 
rather transformed it in a scientific way. e teaching of creationism was 
banned in many schools in the United States since the curriculum had to be 
“neutral” with respect to religious belief. ereaer, the propaganda of Chris-
tianity had to be revised, and Intelligent Design was a strategy to get God back 
into the classroom in scientific clothing. Its proponents “adopted a new strat-
egy, campaigning for legislation mandating balanced treatment or equal time 
in the classroom.” As the teaching of creationism began to be perceived as an 
unacceptable, it tried to emerge in a scientific form. e distinction between 
Intelligent Design and creationism is that it neither directly nor indirectly ref-
erences religious sources and divine intervention. e proponents of Intelli-
gent Design neither mention Bible nor explain geological and fossil evidence 
in terms of a biblical flood. ey pursue an intelligent actor in the develop-
ment of life and make no reference to religious sources.132 

e proponents of Intelligent Design explain nature and the origin of hu-
man beings with reference to the acts of a supernatural power. ey always 
assert that their perfect, impressive structure precludes the accidental appear-
ance of human beings. ere are “events, objects, and structures in the world 
that exhaust the explanatory resources of indirect natural causes and that can 
be adequately explained only by recourse to intelligent causes.”133 Without su-
pernatural power, the secrets of the miracle about human beings and nature 
cannot be ascertained. While trying to prove that humans are the product of 
a supernatural power, they exploit “gaps” in evolutionary theory. In other 
words, Intelligent Design proponents use supernatural power to fill “gaps” 
that evolutionary biologists have failed to fill. When evolutionary biology has 
not answered a question or has only unsatisfying answers on a scientific issue, 
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Intelligent Design inserts supernatural explanations.134 is is one of the most 
common ways that anti-Darwinist refute the theory and try to prove its 
groundlessness. “e disagreement within the scientific community provide 
ammunition for those who would dismantle the whole edifice of a scientific 
approach to understanding the origin and development of life.” Any sign of 
theoretical disagreement within the scientific community is held up as proof 
of that “evolutionism is not science at all.”135 

All in all, Darwinian theory of evolution arose along with its opponents in 
a concomitant way. Actually, there is no discussion of creationism in respected 
scientific milieus, and evolutionary discussions were concerning mechanisms 
by which evolution took place. Science itself accepts the theory’s truth and 
endeavors to discover its secrets. e core motivation of anti-Darwinists is 
political, ideological, and religious. Indeed, the conflict between evolution and 
creationism is an artificial debate.136 As emphasized above, the most serious 
challenges come from religious rather than scientific motivations. 

“In recent decades, the most prominent opponents of evolution have come 
from within two particular traditions - Protestantism and Islam.”137 ey fear 
the corrosive and degenerative outcomes to which Darwin’s theory can lead. 
“Evolution of all stripes” harm their religious claims “regarding the unique 
relationship of God to humankind.”138 erefore, in order to get rid of this 
theory, the opponents of evolution adopt many strategies. 

e power of anti-Darwinism varies from country to country in accord-
ance with the prevailing scientific ethos and the distribution of political power 
between ecclesiastical and secular forces, but it is from the United States that 
anti-Darwinism is being exported to other countries. “Protestant fundamen-
talism” there is such a significant agent against evolution that it is possible to 
say they are the “flagship” of anti-Darwinism.139 e clearest example of this 
was the Scopes Trial. What is more, it strengthened anti-Darwinism in the 
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Muslim world. Protestants bolster not only creationism and Intelligent Design 
in their realm, but also among anti-evolutionists in the Muslim world. On this 
point, Turkey is remarkable country on account of the power of the anti-evo-
lutionist camp. is situation resulted from the policies of modern Turkey 
aimed at constructing a secular view of life and the origin of man. e rise of 
Darwinism in Turkey accelerated anti-Darwinism, which flourished at the 
end of the Ottoman Empire. is issue is elaborated in the following chapters 
of this dissertation.





 

 



 
 
The Rise of Secular Thought and the Introduion of 
Evolution in the Ottoman Empire 

n the history of thought in the Ottoman Empire, it must be emphasized 
that modern thought developed when both the state and society were sub-

ject to a wide range of traumas in politics, the economy, and society. Instead 
of accessing to the roots of Western thoughts and comprehending them fully, 
the majority of Ottoman intellectuals concentrated on solving “day-to-day is-
sues.” ey benefited from ideas they imported from Europe insofar as these 
ideas offered political, social, and economic answers to their problems. ere-
fore, it can be asserted that intellectual life remained shallow in the late period 
of the Ottoman Empire. However, it would be inappropriate to accuse Otto-
man intellectuals of superficiality of thoughts just because “practical con-
cerns” were more important to them in comparison with “abstract” issues. In 
other words, as their main goal was to alleviate political, social, and economic 
problems and save the empire, focus on abstract issues was neither fruitful for 
the sake of the empire nor themselves. eir intellectual pursuit was not dis-
connected from the “practical concerns “of daily life, and they did not live in 
an ivory tower. Instead of intellectual isolation, they played a leading role in 
the adoption of new ideas as far as they had the opportunity to do so.1 For the 

                                                       
 1 Ülken, Çağdaş Düşünce , XXII-XXIII. 

I 



M U R AT  Y O L U N  

 

Ottoman Empire, leaving aside the political conjuncture of the nineteenth 
century is impossible since it is difficult to distinguish intellectual efforts from 
the political conjuncture. is situation was not peculiar to the Ottomans, 
however, and can be seen in other countries like Egypt and India - the places 
where intellectual efforts were closely linked to political situations. “e 
course of Western thoughts in the Ottoman Empire began with political phi-
losophy and the social sciences. Philosophy remained in the background in an 
era” when the Ottomans witnessed a range of political and military depres-
sions. But towards the end of the nineteenth century, abstract ideas bur-
geoned.2 

As the Ottoman Empire recognized its military problems and imple-
mented a wide range reforms to challenge Western powers, foreign ideas be-
gan over time to deeply to penetrate the empire. Although Westernization 
started in the military realm, it spread to areas ranging from administration 
to law. e state and society began to undergo deep, tremendous changes dur-
ing its longest period, the nineteenth century. ese were so overarching and 
revolutionary that the state machine became remarkably various from that of 
the classical age. Many institutions were intensely influenced by Westerniza-
tion. In particular, the reforms of Selim III and Mahmud II are noteworthy. 
e former focused on the construction of a new military order, but the latter’s 
reforms covered many issues in areas like education. us, the real seculariza-
tion and modernization of the Ottoman Empire started during the reign of 
Mahmud II. His innovations played a leading role in “the emergence of the 
idea of an Ottoman state, composed of peoples of diverse nationalities and 
religions based on secular principles of sovereignty as contrasted the medieval 
concept of an Islamic empire.” is idea was the harbinger of “the gradual 
separation of state and religion.”3 

In the reign of Mahmud II, the idea of making purposeful changes for so-
cial progress came about. By initiating this, “he opened a window to the West 
and had no hesitation to challenge tradition.” e abolishment of the Janissary 
corps in , called the “Auspicious Incident” in the history of the Ottoman 
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Empire, le no significant opposition against fundamental reforms. Further-
more, religious offices had no capacity to resist the Westernization and the 
influence of religion gradually decreased. “Mahmud II made a distinction be-
tween worldly and religiously affairs and eventually excluded the latter from 
the area of reform.” Furthermore, he did not found an advisory council for 
religious affairs.4 His legacy contributed to the secularization of both the state 
and society. Just aer his sudden death in , the Tanzimat period began 
with a historical document that reorganized the relationship of sultan and his 
subject. at is, westernization gained momentum because fundamental re-
forms were carried out in many fields from administration to taxation. In fact, 
the Tanzimat era was a radical period bringing Turkey into “close contact” 
with the West and providing many possibilities for “Europe to exert its influ-
ence directly.”5 e spread of this influence over many fields ranging from ad-
ministration to education appears was inevitable. 

It can be easily asserted that the Westernization movement, led by state 
itself, paved the way for the introduction of a secular way of thinking. Nature 
itself was being scrutinized in the light of science. It was increasingly accepted 
that religion itself had no capacity to explain natural phenomena, but this did 
not mean that Islam was regarded as a hindrance to be overthrown for the 
sake of modernization. Reforms in politics, the military, and education 
smoothed the way for a secular interpretation of nature and humankind. us, 
the nineteenth century represents a sharp transition from a religious to secular 
view of life. At this point, it is important to look at the factors that played a 
role independent from religion as well as at the intellectuals who introduced 
the theory of evolution. 

§ .  Modern Educational Institutions and New Textbooks 

e classical Ottoman educational system was based on “the teaching of reli-
gious knowledge with limited worldly and practical educational content.” Its 
basic aim was to inculcate basic religious knowledge to pupils, while madrasas 
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concentrated on the deeper learning of religious knowledge. Before the eight-
eenth century, the educational system had been composed of “mainly religious 
schools and a few schools with more secular characteristics.” Enderun 
Mektebi (the Court School at Topkapı Palace) and Acemi Oğlanlar Ocağı (Jan-
issary Novices) can be regarded as secular schools, but these were exceptional 
in the educational system of the Ottoman Empire. Fundamentally, religious 
foundations were responsible for providing educational services to the “com-
mon people.”6 Generally, they had to receive their education from Sıbyan 
School and madrasas under the control of religious foundations. However, 
these schools were directed towards otherworldly issues and discredited the 
positive sciences. In fact, there were various problems about the training of 
teaching staff and the curriculum.7 Ali Suavi, one of the Young Ottomans in 
the nineteenth century, criticized madrasas for their insufficient curriculum. 
e classical methods in Ottoman education failed to meet the needs of both 
society and state. He noticed that there was an intellectual inertia and Muslims 
had to learn positive “sciences like physics.”8 

ere was a serious problem with these classical educational institutions: 
they had no capacity to challenge Western military superiority. Various defeats 
proved the inefficiency and incompetence of the Ottoman army. Europe’s ma-
terial superiority forced the Ottoman Empire to revise its educational system 
since it had become necessary to reform the army and navy, which in turn 
necessitated the acquisition of “Western scientific knowledge.”9 In the nine-
teenth century, especially Young Ottomans were ardently keen to learn the 
outside world (power, administration, and fiscal methods of the West). De-
spite their political references to Islam, they contributed to the increasing con-
veyance of knowledge from Europe to the Ottoman Empire.10 Towards the end 
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of the empire, the Young Turks regarded knowledge obtained from Western 
sources as “guidance,” since they thought it might be beneficial for saving the 
state.11 e introduction of the idea of evolution in the Ottoman Empire was 
embedded in the process of Westernization. 

Many military schools were founded so that the Ottoman army could keep 
up with the latest developments. ese can be considered an extension of mil-
itary modernization. e first modern educational institutions were the 
Mühendishane-i Bahr-i Humayun (the Naval Engineering School, established 
in ), Mühendishane-i Berri-i Humayun (the Engineering School for 
Armed Forces, established in ), Tıphane-i Amire (the Military Medical 
School []), and Mekteb-i Ulum-ı Harbiye (the War Academy []). Fur-
thermore, many medical schools, including the Mekteb-i Tıbbiye-i Şahane 
(the Imperial School of Medicine), were oriented towards meeting the needs 
of the Ottoman army rather than those of civilians. In military engineering 
schools, teachers lectured on topics from geometry to architecture, and 
courses in physics and mechanics were especially remarkable. Owing to these 
modern military schools, the development of modern sciences took place in 
the Ottoman Empire.12 Students in these early modern schools benefited from 
foreign teachers and books, and France had considerable influence over stu-
dents. In classical Ottoman education, courses had been taught by ulema in 
the madrasas, but the mainstream courses were religious ones. Military 
schools played a leading role in the making of a secular thought in the Otto-
man Empire. 

Of the new military schools, Mekteb-i Tıbbiye-i Şahane was relatively the 
most interesting educational institution due to its curriculum and alumni, 
many of whom would become major political agents in the late period of the 
empire. Dr. Bernard, the founder of the Imperial School of Medicine, took 
Josephinum (a medical school in Vienna) as a model of a modern medical 
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school. is school was composed of two sections, a four-year high school and 
a four-year main medical school. In fact, the former was a preparatory school 
for further education in medicine. e curriculum of the high school included 
certain courses such as mathematics and zoology. Pupils received courses on 
pathology, botany, and general chemistry in the second section of this medical 
school.13 is school was merged with the Mekteb-i Tıbbiye-i Mülkiye 
(founded in ) in . It offered many courses ranging from anatomy to 
geology and zoology.14 Despite changes to the structure, curriculum, and the 
period of study, the influence of this school was long lasting in the intellectual 
landscape of the late period of the Ottoman Empire and the early Republican 
era. 

Positivism first appeared in the Ottoman Empire in schools. Instead of the 
religious interpretation of nature and human origins, a biological, materialist 
approach became prominent. Religious interpretations concerning these is-
sues were replaced with scientific explanations. Even though students who had 
just started Mekteb-i Tıbbiye-i Şahane, were conflicted with respect to religion 
and science, many came to favor the latter. Beşir Fuad and Abdullah Cevdet, 
well-known intellectuals mentioned later, had had conservative point of view, 
but they espoused materialist thought aer a short period of education there. 
In fact, the views of its alumni conflicted with the values of a society enor-
mously influenced by Islam. In particular, the French books and lecturers led 
the dissemination of this materialist thought among the students.15 e books 
of Félix Isnard and Ludwig Büchner - who used Darwinian ideas in their phi-
losophies - were widely read in the Imperial School. When Charles Macfarlane 
visited the school, he noticed that the books of atheist philosophers such as 
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Baron d’Holbach were widely read.16 e students of this medical school at-
tended to apply “the positive sciences to social affairs” since society itself was 
suffering from a severe disease and the state was backward. ey did not iso-
late political affairs, participated and attempted to apply what they had learned 
and read.17 

Apart from the aforementioned military schools, many civilian schools, 
which were independent from the religious foundations and also had a secular 
curriculum, were established by the state. Even though the Imperial Rescript 
of Gülhane was an epoch-defining document in Ottoman history, it included 
no articles concerning the education of the subjects of the sultan. However, 
during the Tanzimat era, education that had been in the hands of religious 
communities and foundations began to undergo a process of centralization 
and secularization. e organization of education by the state itself remarka-
bly contributed to the increasing rates of schooling and literacy. From forward, 
education was a public service and the state used it as a means to permeate 
into society. As well as education, the growing functions of the state in educa-
tion and communication meant the severe need for qualified officers. e need 
for military and civilian officers skyrocketed in the nineteenth century.18 us, 
the state had to pay attention to build civilian schools. “e first non-military 
institutions” were Mekteb-i Maarif-i Adliye (School for Learning) and 
Mekteb-i Ulum-ı Edebiyye (School for Literary Sciences), both established in 
. “ese institutions were designed particularly for the training of un-
schooled young officials” and offered courses in different subjects such as 
French and history. “For the first time in the Ottoman Empire, a Muslim non-
military school was offering these courses.”19 
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Apart from these two schools, three other new educational institutions 
were significant during the late Tanzimat period. e first was the School of 
Civil Service (Mekteb-i Mülkiye-i Şahane, established in ), which was 
founded for the training of young clerks of the Sublime Port in subjects such 
as history and statistics. is school was originally a two-year course, but in 
 the duration of its educational program was expanded to three years, and 
aer one year later, it became four years.20 is school included the course of 
the history natural sciences (Tevarih-i Tabiiye) in its curriculum.21 During the 
Hamidian regime, it was elevated to a professional college. It trained high 
ranking-officers who would work in the provinces. is school had many well-
known alumni such as Mizancı Murad and Sakızlı Ohannes Pasha. e second 
school was Mekteb-i Sultani (present-day Galatasaray High School), which 
was established to provide education for both Muslims and non-Muslims. Its 
instructional language was French. In fact, this school is a symbol of Tanzimat 
period reflecting “the cosmopolitan aspect” of the empire in terms of reli-
gion.22 e curriculum of the school included many courses in the natural sci-
ences and philosophy. What is more, when a museum was founded at Mekteb-
i Sultani, fossil collections were exhibited.23 e students must have realized 
the instability of organisms and the extinction of some species. e third 
school was Darüşşafaka (House of Compassion), a private orphanage founded 
in . “Many of its instructors were military officers who prepared some of 
the textbooks and translated others from French into Ottoman Turkish.”24 

Of the educational institutions, the history of the establishment of 
Darülfünun (House of Multiple Sciences) was different due to the debates 
about it. e main motivation was to promote science in the Ottoman Empire 
rather than to train qualified staff for a bureaucracy. Although the idea of its 
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establishment emerged in , the state managed to do it only in . Many 
lectures on the natural sciences were offered, and they were open to the pub-
lic.25 It was supposed that various people in Ottoman society - the students of 
the madrasas, officers, and statesmen - would have been interested in these 
lectures. Derviş Pasha, who had received an education in Europe, delivered 
the lectures. Furthermore, lectures on astronomy were planned and certain 
physical experiment with electricity were carried out there.26 

Darülfünun was short-lived. When it was re-opened in , a speech by 
Jamal al-Din al-Afghani drew a strong reaction from Sheikhulislam who ac-
cused Afghani of being a “heretic.”27 In , Darülfünun was again re-opened 
and this time endured. It was composed of various branches of education like 
“mathematics and the natural sciences (Ulum-ı riyaziye ve tabiiye). In the lat-
ter branch, “courses on geology, physics, and botany were offered.”28 Further-
more, Darülfünun had a “religious science branch (ulum-ı aliye-i diniye),” 
which was a blow to madrasa education since the letter had been known as 
“the cradle of religious education.”29 e state consolidated the nationalization 
of public education. However, it did not completely remove religious educa-
tion from the religious environment. 

Apart from new schools, the Ottoman Empire placed particular im-
portance on the institutionalization of educational affairs. In , the Meclis-
i Maarif (Council of Education) was established to prepare textbooks and 
translate foreign books into Turkish. is council paved the way for the foun-
dation of the Ministry of Public Education (Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti). 
Even though Encümen-i Daniş (Council of Knowledge) was founded to pro-
mote science in , it was gradually sidelined.30 However, the Maarif Nezareti 
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(Ministry of Public Education, established in ) by the Maarif-i Umumiye 
Nizamnamesi (Regulation of Public Education) made enormous contribu-
tions to the institutionalization and nationalization of public education. is 
ministry was established because of “the need of coordinating the increasing 
number of government schools and better supervision of non-Muslim and 
foreign educational institutions.” e establishment of this ministry can be 
considered “a major institutional step” because it played a leading role in “the 
secularization of public education” in the empire. is ministry dealt with cul-
tural activities in the empire as well as educational matters.31 e regulation 
endeavored to solve educational problems in a well-coordinated way. Alt-
hough religious education was still offered by foundations and religious com-
munities, the state was a noticeable agent in education from the Tanzimat on-
wards. is regulation was prepared under the influence of the French 
Minister of Education, Jean Victor Duruy.32 A more secular understanding 
emerged and the state intervened more in education. In particular, education 
was a noticeable example of the sharp transition from otherworldliness to 
worldliness. 

e Tanzimat was not an end point in terms of the secularization and na-
tionalization of public education. Many noticeable advancements took place 
during the reign of Abdülhamid II despite his authoritarian, Islamic orienta-
tion. e main orientation of his reign reflected on the educational policy, but 
there was a strong continuity between the Tanzimat era and the Hamidian re-
gime in terms of educational policies. During his authoritarian regime, higher 
education was developed in accordance with the needs for competent civil and 
military staff.33 As the state expanded into fields such as communication and 
health, the need for these staff was imperative. e secularization of education 
was inescapable. 

During the Hamidian regime, “a renewed stress on Islam” was obvious 
and the state maintained the promotion of educational modernization. e 
Hamidian regime made an effort to synthesize “Islam and modernity.” Both 
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the promotion of education and “the preservation of piety” was considered 
indispensable. Students were supposed to learn Islamic rules at school.34 e 
most important developments in education were the dissemination of public 
education across the empire and growing bureaucracy of the Ministry of Ed-
ucation. e number of Rüşdiye, İdadi, and Darülmuallim (Teacher Training 
Schools) rose from , five, and four to , , and thirty-two, respectively. 
e provincial organization of the ministry expanded enormously aer edu-
cational directorates were established across the empire.35 

While new schools were being established, a relatively modern curriculum 
was introduced, though many of these schools offered religious courses to 
their students. Some courses taught in madrasas were given in Turkish in these 
new schools (Rüşdiye and İdadi), contributing to the dissemination of reli-
gious education across the empire. While these schools delivered Western sci-
ences, they did not overlook religious education. In fact, the latter was more 
dominant than the former. Modern schools had an important role in the 
transformation of traditional schools like madrasas.36 With the foundations of 
modern schools independent of traditional schools, the educational landscape 
of the empire began to change completely. Yet, this does not mean that modern 
and traditional schools were wholly various from each other. ere were some 
commonalities in their curricula. 

While the state was becoming increasingly involved in educational affairs 
and was establishing modern schools, there were many schools, with no offi-
cial affiliation with the Ministry of Education. at is, despite the state’s grow-
ing involvement in education, there was still no unity or centralization. Except 
for the modern schools established by the state, many missions had schools in 
various degrees across the empire. e presence of these schools was one of 
the leading factors that forced the Ottoman Empire to modernize education. 
“e higher quality of instruction and the teaching of foreign language” were 
attractive to local people, irrespective of their religious and ethnic identity. 
is trend was powerful in regions where public schools were few or non-
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existent. To decrease the influence of these foreign schools, the dissemination 
of modern schools was needed.37 erefore, there was competition between 
the public and missionary schools. In particular, the interest of Muslim pupils 
in foreign schools was an alarming situation since these schools might leave a 
detrimental impact on the fabric of Muslim society. Missionary schools at-
tracted many Muslim pupils due to their “well-constructed buildings, compe-
tent teaching staff, and curriculum.” us, the number of Muslim students 
went up gradually.38 

Although missionary schools had religious purposes, they did not ignore 
modern sciences since what made them attractive to the locals was their edu-
cational quality. ese sciences had a unique point in their curriculum. In the 
nineteenth century, developments in the modern sciences were so stunning 
that even missionary schools could not discredit them, and their curricula had 
to contain these developments. Indeed, the education offered by missionaries 
became increasingly secular.39 Furthermore, these schools were a door for in-
troducing many scientific developments of the Western world. Even though 
the question of whether these educational institutions were secular or not is 
debatable, they transmitted recent scientific knowledge to the subjects of the 
Ottoman Empire. Modern sciences thus had a channel into the Ottoman Em-
pire. In particular, the Robert College in Istanbul and the Syrian Protestant 
College (SPC) in Beirut, founded by American Protestants in the s, trans-
mitted the latest scientific developments to their pupils. e former offered 
many various courses on geology and natural history,40 and some teachers at 
the latter delivered a “speech” about Darwinian theory of evolution.41 

New educational materials were vital in the aforementioned schools. Many 
courses taught in these schools played a leading role in preparing many pupils 
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to embrace a secular interpretation of nature and humankind. e textbooks 
used in the traditional schools were insufficient. Focusing on the courses and 
textbooks of modern schools is beyond scope of this chapter, but scrutinizing 
some textbooks seems fruitful to grasp how modern science was introduced 
through educational institutions. 

e courses of geology, zoology and botanic in modern schools contrib-
uted greatly to the appearance of secular thoughts about the earth and organ-
isms. From the last quarter of the nineteenth century onwards, the number of 
books on geology increased remarkably thanks to the aforementioned new 
schools and geology courses in their educational program.42 Mustafa Behcet 
translated part of French naturalist Comte de Buffon’s Histoire Naturelle (nat-
ural history), which contained considerable knowledge on geology, and it was 
published on Tasvir-i Ear (description of ideas). In addition, Başhoca İshak 
Efendi provided a valuable knowledge of geological eras and mining in his 
Mecmua-yı Ulum-ı Riyaziye (journal of mathematical sciences). In , the 
first complete geology book, titled İlm-i Tabakat al-Arz (science of earth), was 
a translation of Géologie Populaire by Nérée Boubée (-). e transla-
tion was undertaken by Mehmet Ali Fethi, a madrasa scholar.43 Although not 
prepared for educational purposes, it was used as a textbook in schools for 
approximately twenty-five years due to the lack of eligible books on geology. 
is book included information on how earth was formed and how plants and 
animals appeared. Furthermore, the author focused on Adam and the biblical 
flood.44 us, not all religious arguments were excluded from this scientific 
book, and it was not based on a completely materialist interpretation of the 
earth and the origin of organisms. If it had promoted a complete materialist 
understanding, Mehmet Ali Fethi might not have translated since, as a 
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madrasa teacher, he would avoid an interpretation that excluded divine will. 
In the Ottoman Empire, the first book to be written on geology was İlm al-Arz 
va’l Maadin (science of the earth and mining), by Macarlı Abdullah Bey in 
, and it was used for a long time.45 In this book, even though Abdullah Bey 
mentions Darwin’s name and his theory, did not favor the idea of human de-
scent from apes.46 

Halil Edhem (Eldem) (-) was one of the most important contrib-
utors to the development of geology in the Ottoman Empire. He received his 
education in Europe and followed contemporaneous scientific developments 
there. He taught courses at the Mekteb-i Mülkiye (School of Civil Administra-
tion) and Darüşşafaka (House of Compassion) and wrote a book on geology, 
entitled İlm-i Maadin ve Tabakatü’l-Arz (the science of mining and the earth) 
in . Even though he started it off with the Bismillah (in the name of God) 
and used a religious discourse, he did have a completely religious interpreta-
tion of geological issues. For example, while he mentioned Noah’s ark, he in-
terpreted the earth and some organisms in a materialist way. What is more, he 
wrote about Charles Darwin, if only briefly.47 He rejected the idea that species 
had remained the same since their appearance on the earth, but he did not 
state clearly that organism evolved. When their appearance was questioned, 
he emphasized the idea of creation, but not that of evolution. Even though he 
mentioned the biological relationship among some species at the time, he did 
not attribute this to evolution. He accepted that humankind was created in the 
fourth geological era.48 From his book, it can be inferred that he embraced a 
dynamic point of view while explaining geological issues and the appearance 
of organisms. at is, instead of accepting that the world and species are fixed, 
he favored the idea that there is constant change in the course of history. 

Aer the declaration of the Second Constitution (), the number of the 
books and journals shots up, reflecting a respective freedom. erefore, many 
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authors stated their ideas openly. M. Sadi, a physician, wrote a book, İlm-i Arz 
(the science of the earth), and paid attention to not only to geological issues 
but also to the cultural progress of humankind. He divided geological time 
into five eras, and humans appeared in the fourth. But he pointed out that it 
was possible to observe some animals were harbingers of humankind, and 
many fossils of these organisms, especially of monkeys, corroborated his idea. 
He added that a skull, discovered in Java, Indonesia, was proof of the similarity 
between human and monkey.49 However, he did not apply the idea of evolu-
tion to the appearance of humankind even though he compared humankind 
and monkeys at certain points. 

Another remarkable point in Sadi’s book was his focus on the cultural evo-
lution of humankind. As he did not accept the fixity of humans, he divided 
their history into eras. In addition, the words used to define the course of their 
history were oriented towards their perfection (tekemmül). He explained the 
perfection of humankind from the perspective of cultural, but not physical 
anthropology. While ancient humans used to live in caves and obtain food by 
hunting, they later domesticated dogs and discovered fire, which they would 
sacralize.50 Instead of concentrating solely on geological issues, his book con-
tains valuable information on the history of civilization. 

Ebu’l Muhsin Kemal, a teacher in Istanbul, wrote a geology book, entitled 
Yeni İlm-i Arz (new science of the earth) for students at İdadi schools. He as-
serted that discovered fossils revealed differences between some animal and 
plant species, and these fossils were not existent species. us, they were prob-
ably “extinct.” Furthermore, Kemal accepted change within some species in 
the course of history. He argued that due to changes in environment, some 
animals began “to resemble existent species.”51 Even though he appears to 
have favored the application of evolution to animals, he remained silent about 
the appearance of humankind. 

Even though the authors sometimes used a religious discourse in the ex-
planation of geological issues, scientific findings were their guiding light. eir 
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motivation was to transmit recent developments in science, rather than to bol-
ster religious arguments in light of science. Nevertheless, while authors did 
not clearly and specifically mention Darwinian theory of evolution in their 
explanations of organisms, many of them embraced the idea that species did 
not remain the same and changed in the course of history. Furthermore, they 
pointed out concepts such as the extinction of some species and their adapta-
tion to environment. As mentioned in the previous chapter, geological studies 
– along with the constructions of dams and railways - provided huge fossil 
record to which the aforementioned books paid attention. As a result, geolog-
ical books had important textbooks in order to indicate how a secular ap-
proach to both earth and organisms was located. 

e trend in geology textbooks can also be observed in zoology and 
botany books. e increase in modern schools paved the way for the expan-
sion of the literature in these scientific fields. Botany courses at the Mekteb-i 
Tıbbiye-i Şahane and Mekteb-i Ulum-ı Harbiye particularly enhanced interest 
in the aforementioned fields and some alumni of Mekteb-i Mülkiye translated 
many studies into Turkish.52 Even though the aim of these translations was to 
disseminate recent scientific knowledge, they contributed to the materialist 
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interpretation – at least of organisms other than humans. However, many of 
the botanical books were on agriculture and medical cares, while the zoologi-
cal books were about animal breeding. 

ese books introduced encyclopedic information on many animals (their 
habitats, nutrition, hunting) ranging from hedgehogs to monkeys.53 However, 
there was one attention-grabbing topic in these books: even though their sub-
ject matter was animals, certain pages focused on humankind, giving remark-
able knowledge on their physiology and morphology. However, the authors 
emphasize the uniqueness and elevated position of humankind on the earth. 
e scientific level of the authors was adequate to know ofDarwinian theory 
of evolution, but remained silent on the origins of animals and their biological 
relationship to humans. For example, Tevfik Şükrü, a teacher of zoology in the 
İdadi section of the Imperial School of Medicine, touched on humankind in 
his book İlm-i Hayvanat (e science of animals), but he stressed that they 
were “the most honorable of creatures” (eşref-i mahlukat) and “excellent” 
(mümtaz). In doing so, he prevented possible criticisms about the origin of 
man and refrained from an evolutionary discussion. In addition, Tevfik Şükrü 
expanded on the issue of humankind by touching upon races. From his point 
of view, man appeared in Asia and spread from there to the corners of the 
world. ere were four main races in the world, namely, “white” (ırk-ı ebyad), 
“Mongolian” (ırk-ı Mongoli), “black” (ırk-ı zenci), and “malay” (ırk-ı Ma-
lay).54 

ere is one important point in the books on zoology. While explaining 
animal species, racial issues and the position of humankind as organisms are 
examined. For example, Mehmed Emin55 focused on the elevated position of 
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humans in the first chapters of his book, claiming that they are the product of 
divine will. eir “verbal” skills and “mental” capacity are distinctive peculi-
arities.56 Aer mentioning humankind and races, touches upon the primates 
such as the chimpanzee and the gibbon, accepting the similarities between 
apes and humankind.57 He was aware of discussions of the descent of human-
kind from animal, but rejected the animal ancestry and accepts divine creation 
- perhaps to escape direct confrontations with religious teachings. 

A well-known Ottoman educationalist, Mustafa Satı (to be mentioned on 
subsequent paragraphs), wrote a book of zoology (Tarih-i Tabiiden İlm-i 
Hayvanat) for the students at Yanya Idadi School. roughout his book, he 
pointed out that the lives of organisms do not go unchanged and that “the 
renewals and transformations of organisms” are ordinary processes.58 Alt-
hough his book was on animals, he devoted a chapter to humankind and pro-
vided knowledge on human physiology and morphology. He included hu-
mans in the category of primates, but emphasized their “distinction” among 
organisms. Furthermore, like Tevfik Şükrü, he touched on the issue of race.59 
In fact, his book was so well-rounded that it would pass as a book on the his-
tory of civilization rather than a book on zoology. 

Apart from aforementioned schools textbooks, a textbook of general his-
tory, Tarih-i Alem, written by Süleyman Paşa is significant because it covered 
a long history of the world and examined certain geological and zoological 
issues. He used scientific findings to explain the making of the earth. He said 
that “the earth, which was covered with gas, was a single spark of fire. As it 
cooled down, the present layer formed…”60 As for the appearance of 
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organisms on the earth, he accepted the biological evolution emerging from 
simple to complex organisms. e first organic animals were “coral” and 
“sponge.”61Even though he accepted the evolution for animals, he disfavored 
the evolution of human beings and took the story of Adam and Eve as the 
starting point for their history. He found religious narratives reliable to write 
a general history and put forward that “there was no available proof related to 
early times except for the account of holy books…”62 Human beings originated 
from Adam and Eve and scientific findings are not capable of providing relia-
ble fact to explain this issue. Ahmed Midhat Efendi shared a similar opinion 
with Süleyman Paşa, emphasizing the reliability of religious stories. e for-
mer thought that 

the matter of early creation of world and Adam is a matter between 
naturalists and heavenly books…But, as we are dealing with history of 
science rather than natural science, we will completely stay quiet on 
the ideas and views of naturalists. 63 

Neither the work of Süleyman Paşa nor that of Ahmed Midhat Efendi had a 
positivist point of view as they embraced religious stories for the explanation 
of human beings, considering them to be an absolute truth. Besides, although 
both of them seem to be aware of the recent developments in natural sciences 
like biology, they prioritized religious stories. Ahmed Midhat Efendi and 
Süleyman Paşa had a remarkable place in the explanation of how human be-
ings appeared on the earth in other school textbooks.64 
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§ .  Ottoman Print Culture 

With the increasing number of modern schools and growing contact with Eu-
rope, the intellectual and cultural life of the Ottomans entered into a dynamic 
period. Even though Ottoman culture had long been based on oral narratives, 
literacy overall had increased sharply on account of both private and public 
initiatives during the nineteenth century. As a matter of fact, more schools 
meant increasing literacy. Estimates suggest that literacy at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century was about two to three percent, but by the end of the 
century, it had risen to fieen percent. Furthermore, an average of only eleven 
books were published annually in Istanbul before , but this had increased 
to  by .65 Codification, the main trend of Tanzimat era, was evident in 
the publishing field. e number of private and public printing houses in-
creased so sharply that a Matbaa Nizamnamesi (regulation for printing 
houses) was issued to control them. ere were  printing houses across the 
empire, and the number of private ones was much higher than that of public 
ones.66 In the second half of the nineteenth century, private initiatives in print 
culture became more common and played a remarkable role in the printing of 
new books. For example, Ahmed Mithad Efendi and Ebüzziya Tevfik, two 
well-known authors and publishers, made enormous contributions to the in-
tellectual climate by publishing many books and periodicals. e populariza-
tion of knowledge went up considerably. 

As the Ottoman Empire became exposed to Europe, the number of trans-
lated books went up. e influence of Westernization was evident in the field 
of translation. e establishment of modern schools required a new curricu-
lum and textbooks, and the lack of learning materials was a serious problem 
for lecturers. e optimum solution was translations. Ottoman authors were 
already translating technical books for engineering schools, and this trend 
spread to other fields such as philosophy and science. e conveyance of Eu-
ropean thought to the Ottoman Empire thus gained momentum. For example, 
while Hüseyin Rıı, Emin Paşa, and İshak Hoca, who taught various courses 
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at modern schools, were the outstanding Ottoman translators, other authors 
such as Şinasi, Ziya Paşa, and Namık Kemal - Young Ottomans - came to the 
fore. Şinasi translated many French works like the poetry of Lamartine and 
fables of La Fontaine. Ziya Pasha translated Molière’s Tartuffe and Namık Ke-
mal translated Volney’s Les Ruines.67 ese are examples of Ottoman intellec-
tuals’ growing interest in Western literature, showing that their interests were 
not limited to scientific treatises. 

In the Ottoman Empire, Western influence through translations were not 
particular to books. Many journals and newspapers published respectively 
short translated passages. For example, while Abdullah Cevdet translated 
books on topics ranging from science to philosophy, many passages of trans-
lated works in his own journal, İçtihad (opinion). e number of translated 
philosophical works went up increasingly.68 

“Increasing diplomatic relations with the West” gave rise to the transla-
tions. e need to foster relationship and better communication with Euro-
pean countries played an important role in the establishment of the Tercüme 
Odası (Translation Chamber), but it was more than a translation office for the 
state. It taught many courses to its officers. is function of the institution was 
the product of a growing need for more and better interpreters and public of-
ficials.69 is chamber had a remarkable position in intellectual life since those 
who served and received their education there le a long-lasting legacy. Halil 
Esrar Efendi and Mehmet Tecelli Efendi, who trained many translators in 
Terüme Odası, contributed to a degree to the appearance of an open-minded 
generation. Twelve out of thirty-three permanent members of the Cemiyet-i 
İlmiye-i Osmaniye (Ottoman society of sciences), established in , had con-
nections to this chamber. “e members of Tercüme Odası translated not only 
diplomatic correspondences, but also many European works ranging from 
theater to the natural sciences.” For example, Ahmet Vefik Paşa (-) 
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who was a well-known author and politician, translated many works of Mo-
liere.70 In addition, officers received courses on law and history and read “the 
books of Voltaire and Machiavelli.”71 us, this chamber was essentially a 
modern school. Even though it had diplomatic functions in foreign affairs, its 
impact on the intellectual life of the empire was impressive. 

As well as Tercüme Odası, another bureaucratic unit triggered translation. 
e Telif ve Tercüme Heyeti (Committee of Compilation and Translation) was 
established within the Ministry of Education in . Of its members, Kadri 
Mehmet Paşa, Sakızlı Ohannes, and Keçecizade Mehmet were significant fig-
ures. “e goal of this committee was to write and translate books that ordi-
nary people could read” rather than to produce textbooks for the students at 
the modern schools.72 

§ .  e Flagships of the Intellectual Realm: Periodicals 

Periodicals provided remarkable amount of knowledge about the intellectual 
life of Ottomans. Secular interpretations of nature and humankind crystalized. 
e history of secularism in the Ottoman can be traced through the articles 
published in these periodicals. During the Tanzimat, Hamidian and Young 
Turk eras, periodicals were a step ahead of books. Particularly, aer , the 
impact of new journals was critical in intellectual life. us, periodicals re-
quire special attention. Journals had long aimed to provide encyclopedic 
knowledge to their reader rather than to discuss scientific or political issues. 
It is beneficial to look at the journals that contributed to the making of the 
intellectual climate. 

e first newspaper in the Ottoman Empire, Takvim-i Vekayi (calendar of 
events), was published in , but since it was an official periodical, only state 
affairs were allowed to be subject matters of the writings on it. Its main moti-
vation was to inform its readers about state affairs and to proclaim the sultan’s 
decisions. e second newspaper was Ceride-i Havadis (chronicle of events, 
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). Even though this periodical was similar to Takvim-i Vekayi, it published 
a certain number of articles on history and geography. It is controversial to 
call it a private newspaper since “the state sponsored it when its publishers had 
financial difficulty and lacked technical staff.” erefore, there was a strong 
organic relation between the state and its publishers, and one cannot assume 
this newspaper was a completely private initiative. Despite its semi-official 
character, Ceride-i Havadis le a long-lasting impact on print culture, paving 
the way for the simplification and development of the language of written 
works. During the Tanzimat era, print culture in the Ottoman Empire prolif-
erated gradually. Agâh Efendi, who earned his experience in the printing 
house of Ceride-i Havadis, and Şinasi (-), who was a famous journalist 
and author, started to publish the first private newspaper, Tercüman-ı Ahval. 
is periodical was of higher quality than previous ones in terms of content. 
It can be called a “newspaper of ideas” and contained many “encyclopedic ar-
ticles.”73 Aer leaving Tercüman-ı Ahval, Şinasi began to print his own news-
paper, Tasvir-i Ear (description of ideas), which contributed to burgeoning 
discussions of “democratization, language, and literature.” His legacy for the 
progress of print culture in the Ottoman Empire was as much important as 
the legacies of Ahmed Midhat Efendi and Ebuzziya Tevfik.74 When Şinasi was 
in Paris, he met with Emil Littré and Ernest Renan, the well-known represent-
atives of positivism in France.75 

Journals le an enormous impact on print culture because their qualitative 
and quantitative level significantly shaped intellectual life. ey were the main 
transmitters of secular ideas. Without Western-oriented journals, the intellec-
tual life of the Ottomans in the modern age would have been primitive. e 
first journal, Vakayi-i Tıbbiye (medical events), was published by Mekteb-i 
Tıbbiye-i Şahane in , but was short-lived and consisted of only twenty-
eight issues. It had a French version.76 is journal provided valuable 
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knowledge on remedies for certain diseases, public health, and epidemic dis-
eases like cholera. Even though the journal was published by Mekteb-i 
Tıbbiye-i Şahane, which was established for military purposes, the authors 
emphasized general health.77 It thus contributed to the dissemination of gen-
eral public knowledge about medicine though its main audience was not or-
dinary people. In addition, it followed medical developments in Europe.78 As 
the publisher of this journal was a Western-oriented school, its close watch on 
Europe is expected. 

Mecmua-i Fünûn (journal of sciences) explicitly represents the encyclope-
dist tradition of Ottoman journalism. Cemiyet-i İlmiye-i Osmaniye published 
it, and Münif Paşa played a leading role in its printing. Münif Paşa and other 
authors took on the task to inform people in the Ottoman Empire of European 
scientific developments. is periodical was like “present-day small booklet” 
and was highly informative.79 “Its thirty-three issues were printed regularly. 
Despite disruptions due to financial problems and an epidemic of cholera, it 
was republished in .”80 is journal was not limited to one branch of sci-
ence, and what made it striking was that its content ranged from the ancient 
history of Egypt to geology to the economy. Apart from an introduction to 
geology, there was an article on the dissemination of humankind over the 
earth written by Hayrullah Efendi. He focused on how humankind was dis-
tributed, their racial divison, and the physical differences among them. While 
providing recent scientific knowledge, he briefly mentioned Carl Linnaeus 
(-), a Swedish botanist, and Georges Cuvier (-), a French nat-
uralist.81 Both were well known for their systematic research on species. While 
Linnaeus carried out enormous studies on taxonomy, Cuvier proposed a the-
ory on the extinction of species. He probably had knowledge of Darwinian 
theory of evolution since it would be difficult for him to know e Origin of 
Species from its English version () or French translation (). Ottoman 
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intellectuals would have to wait a couple of decades to learn of Darwin. Mec-
mua-i Fünûn attempted to introduce Western science and techniques to Ot-
toman audiences and its function was similar to that of eighteenth-century 
French encyclopedias. Many Western-oriented authors put various scientific 
topics to paper for its audience. Both this journal and the Tercüme Odası 
paved the way for the appearance of a typology of the Ottoman intellectual in 
the Tanzimat era.82 In spite of its intermittent printing, its impact on print cul-
ture was enormous. 

Ottoman journalism gained momentum in the s, and it continued to 
progress in the following decades. Ali Suavi’s journal, Ulûm (Sciences), was a 
striking periodical at the time and maintained the tradition of Vakâyi-i 
Tıbbiyye and Mecmua-i Fünûn. is journal covered many scientific fields and 
had no specific specialty. While some issues focused on geography, others did 
various animals like kangaroos.83 Many journals flourished in the s de-
spite short print lives mainly due to financial problems or censorship. e ma-
jor ones of this period were Sıhhatnüma (), Ceride-i Tıbbiye-i Askeriyye 
(), Mevâdir’ül-Âsar (), Revnak (-), Öteberi (), Mecmua 
(), Musavver Medeniyet (-), and Afitâb-ı Maârif (-). 

In the print culture of the Ottoman Empire, Ahmed Midhat Efendi le an 
enormous impact since he strove to popularize the encyclopedic tradition of 
the Tanzimat and published miscellaneous studies. He endeavored painstak-
ingly to popularize Western scientific knowledge using an unsophisticated 
language. He wished a material and cultural progress rather than political 
goals like constitution.84 Indeed, he was a vigorous advocate for the “simplifi-
cation” of the Turkish language. According to Hilmi Ziya Ülken, it is possible 
to divide his life into two eras. During the first, he favored materialist inter-
pretations, a tendency noticeable in the articles published in Dağarcık 
(Pouch). On the other hand, during the second era of his life, he changed his 
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mind and espoused Islamic doctrines and teachings. A noticeable transition 
from materialism to spiritualism took place in his philosophy.85 What is more, 
his stance against materialism was so apparent that he wrote a book defending 
spiritualism from the threat of materialism.86 Ahmed Midhat has a distinctive 
place in the intellectual history of the Ottoman Empire because he was the first 
to consider “the philosophical issues of West.” Before him, Ottoman intellec-
tuals generally dealt with political ideas. eir attention philosophy was lim-
ited to the degree to which philosophical issues were related to their political 
agendas. In other words, philosophy through interest in as much as it offered 
a fruitful point of view for interpret political matters in the Ottoman Empire. 
Even though Pascal and Descartes were mentioned in the articles of Namık 
Kemal and Ali Suavi, they were looking to them for a guiding principle that 
they could exploit for their political views.87 

Ahmed Midhat’s journal, Dağarcık (Pouch), was published between  
and . He wrote articles on various issues from animals88 to the earth,89 and 
he did it in a way that ordinary people could understand. He wrote two signif-
icant articles about humankind, namely İnsan (Man) and İnsan (Dünyada İn-
sanın Zuhur) (e appearance of man on the earth). In the first article, he 
explained the power of man, placing emphasis on mankind’s respective suc-
cesses such as the construction of great tunnels and armored ships. While do-
ing so, he did not disregard the role of divine will in the universe, stressing 
that divine power had no limit. Competition was the basis of human nature 
from his point of view, but he did not mean a Darwinian type of competition.90 
In addition, he advocated for vengeance in human affairs as well as competi-
tion.91 He examined the nature of humankind philosophically, rather than in 
light of scientific findings. 
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In the second article, Ahmed Midhat Efendi concentrated on the appear-
ance on humankind on the earth. Even though he did not touch on the crea-
tion of man by divine will, he made a comparison between animal and man, 
calling the latter “civilized animals.” However, he was referring to cultural 
evolution rather than the biological theories of evolution of either Lamarck or 
Darwin. In addition, he claimed that “animals which had lived in caves and 
forests before humankind lived in societies” could be considered to be civi-
lized humans.92 

e line between animal and man was flexible in his point of view. To in-
dicate anatomical similarities between these species, he emphasized 
orangutans, whose anatomical shape and “numbers of bones,” he argued, are 
almost the same as man’s. He added that some organs of this animal had 
evolved in accordance with Lamarckian principle of evolution, and its hands 
and feet to their present shape through their use in the course of time. He 
implied that the more evolution orangutans underwent, the more similarities 
they had with man. Even though he believed in a hierarchy among the species 
and did not fundamentally displace man from its exalted position, he assumed 
the superiority of some animals whose lives were more civilized than certain 
people of the deserts of Africa and Asia.93 While explaining the dissemination 
of humankind, its relationship with animals, and the influence of climate on 
organisms he avoided direct confrontation with Islamic teachings. 

Although Ahmed Midhat Efendi explicitly mentioned Lamarckian theory 
of evolution, he made no reference to Darwin and his theory. is omission 
suggests two possibilities. e first is that he might have worried about prob-
able criticisms about vis-à-vis the atheism, widely inferred from Darwin’s the-
ory. at is, he might have been afraid that planning the forms of natural life 
in materialistic terms could lead to anti-theological implications. In contrast, 
if he wished to avoid from atheist implications and direct confrontation with 
religious institutions, he would not have made the correlation between apes 
and monkeys in some of his articles. e second possibility is that his 
knowledge of Darwin’s theory was insufficient when he wrote his articles in 
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Dağarcık. Even though he admitted having read Darwin’s studies,94 he either 
said anything favorable nor adverse about Darwin and his theory. As the in-
tellectual landscape of the Ottoman Empire was deeply influenced by France, 
where Lamarckian theory of evolution had long predominated, it is likely that 
he was more familiar with Lamarckian theory rather than the Darwinian 
one.95 erefore, the second possibility seems more plausible. 

ere was an argument claiming that Ahmed Midhat Efendi was a social 
Darwinist.96 When his articles published in Dağarcık are scrutinized, it is 
doubtful that Ahmed Midhat was a social Darwinist thinker. He touched upon 
neither the name of Darwin nor Darwinian concepts such as the survival of 
the fittest and the struggle for life. erefore, whether the thinking of Ahmed 
Midhat Efendi had a clear connection to a particular social doctrine or to a 
particular understanding of human evolution is open to question. He did not 
defend social Darwinism in his defense of free-market economics and oppo-
sition to the interventionist state. Ahmed Midhat Efendi’s conception of the 
state and the individual did not refer to evolutionary biology and natural se-
lection. Even though his view related on the individual and society was in ac-
cordance with social Darwinist ideas, he did not argue for a social doctrine 
with correct or indirect reference to Darwinian theory. His advocacy for 
vengeance and competition in human affairs does not make him a social Dar-
winist because recognition of brutality in humans is not a sufficient criterion. 
us, the notion that Ahmed Midhat Efendi was a pioneer of social Darwin-
ism in the Ottoman Empire is groundless. It is not reasonable to contextualize 
his writings as social Darwinism. He was in pursuit of a harmony between the 
findings of Lamarckism and Islamic principles97 and he did not hesitate to 
touch on Jean Baptiste Lamarck. For example, he paid attention to the appear-
ance of humankind on the earth with reference to Lamarckian theory of 
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evolution.98 In spite of his later transition from materialism to spiritualism, his 
legacy was significant for the secular interpretation of the earth, humankind, 
animals, and plants. 

Ebuzziya Tevfik (-), who was an outstanding proponent of West-
ernization in print and one of the most important publishers during the Tan-
zimat era,99 printed Mecmua-yı Ebuzziya (journal of Ebuzziya), a periodical 
that concentrated on literary and political issues but did not overlook recent 
scientific developments in various fields like geology and physics. Further-
more, it focused on natural history by emphasizing the contribution of Carl 
Linnaeus.100 Like the aforementioned zoological textbooks, this journal 
touched on the classification of human races, dividing them into four catego-
ries: Caucasian, yellow, red, and black.101 A growing interest in organisms and 
their habitats is evident in the content of this journal. Ebuzziya Tevfik kept his 
journal out of political issues since periodicals that annoyed the sultan in the 
Hamidian era could be banned. 

Another striking journal was Hazine-i Evrak which concentrated on sci-
entific issues. Many well-known Ottoman authors (Recaizade Mahmud 
Ekrem, Münif Paşa, Namık Kemal, Samipaşazade Sezai, and Abdülhak Ha-
mid) wrote articles for it. Its goal was to show that education could be per-
formed with the help of the press as well as through educational institutions. 
e young, great authors of the late period of the Ottoman Empire came to-
gether in Hazine-i Evrak.102 It provided encyclopedic knowledge on the mor-
phology of many animals like birds and apes, and certain authors entitled their 
articles as Tarih-i Tabii (natural history).103 Moreover, some articles explained 
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the differences among races and how they spread over the earth, but they re-
mained silent on the evolution of humankind or their descent from a common 
ancestor with ape. However, it paid attention to apes which have remarkable 
similarities with humans.104 

In , Ahmed İhsan (-), a translator and author, started to pub-
lish a weekly journal entitled Servet-i Fünûn (wealth of sciences). Even though 
this journal was intended to introduce Western science to the empire, it 
evolved into a literary periodical aer  when Tevfik Fikret became its ed-
itor. In addition, Servet-i Fünûn was known as the main voice of a literary 
movement called Edebiyat-ı Cedide (new Literature).105 Hüseyin Cahit, Ahmet 
Şuayip, and Mehmet Rauf, wrote many articles for this journal. e journal 
had published short stories even prior to , and it is not possible to classify 
it as a strictly scientific journal. Its articles did not have a specific, targeted 
audience and seem to be for general consumption. It used simple words that 
ordinary, literate people could understand and did not include complicated 
scientific issues. ere were many articles on plants, animals, and the earth.106 
e editorship of Tevfik Fikret in  did not amount to a complete conver-
sion into literary journal. It was possible to find articles on politics and science. 
Edhem Necdet wrote a number of articles on Charles Darwin which intro-
duced his theory and life.107 

As well as aforementioned authors of Servet-i Fünun, Cenap Şehabettin 
(-) was an influential writer for whom this journal played a leading 
role in his literary personality.108 He was known for his literary studies. Even 
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though he was one of its outstanding members, he also wrote for other jour-
nals such as Mektep (school) and Aşiyan (nest). He published an article, enti-
tled Mücadele-i Hayat (struggle for life) in Musavver Muhit stressing the over-
arching influence of struggle on the social life of humankind. He attempted to 
explain actions like murder as the outcomes of the instinct to survive and re-
produce and he assumed that many crimes, including murder, were signs of 
this struggle. He argued that strong organisms defeated weak ones in nature. 
Just as individuals conflicted with each other, societies did it with each other. 
Every organism pursued its interests, which brought about the rise of battles 
among them. is was a natural rule and there was no way to escape.109 From 
his point of view, it can be inferred that nature and social life are similar and 
that the struggle for survival was a foundation of life. However, while inter-
preting humankind, he did not touch on biological evolution. It can be evalu-
ated in the context of social Darwinism. 

It is possible to assert that Servet-i Fünûn was more than a periodical of 
literature or science; its legacy played a considerable role in the making of pos-
itivist thought in the Ottoman Empire. In particular, articles of Ahmet Şuayip, 
who examined the views of Hippolyte Taine, indicate how a positivist way of 
thinking gradually was entrenched in the Ottoman intellectual life. With this 
journal, “a positivist era” began to sideline “the encyclopedic tradition” of Ot-
toman printing culture. Owing to this journal, the Ottoman intelligentsia and 
literate people were more exposed to positivist thinking.110 Furthermore, there 
was strict censorship of print culture, so the authors delivered their opinions 
through “the guise of the philosophy of art.”111 

e beginning of the Young Turk period () was a turning point for the 
transition from otherworldliness to worldliness. e number of periodicals 
skyrocketed and both their qualitative and quantitative aspects developed 
enormously. Approximately  newspapers and journals were printed be-
tween  and . “e freedom of the press encouraged the rise of journals 
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that concentrated on ideas,” and contributed the transfer of the Western sci-
entific knowledge to the empire.112 “Because of “political chaos at the begin-
ning of the second constitutional era,” the intellectual landscape of the empire 
was similar to “anarchy” While some periodicals severely criticized the reign 
of Abdülhamid II, others attempted to influence the people by publishing pop-
ular articles.113 

Because of the freedom of press, journals and newspapers began to discuss 
ideas rather than provide encyclopedic knowledge from various scientific 
fields. Aer a short period of political pandemonium, various ideas began to 
crystalize in these periodicals. To begin with, debates related to Westerniza-
tion gained momentum when many Young Turks came together under the 
umbrella of İçtihad, published by Abdullah Cevdet. e authors of this journal 
wrote on many various issues from “modernization of the family” to woman’s 
rights.” ey even challenged the position of classical educational institutions 
like madrasas, proposing a secular system. Due to their militant secular ap-
proach to social and political matters, they represented the radical wing of 
secularism in the Ottoman Empire. Second, Islamic political views also be-
came more apparent in print culture aer . e number of Islamic jour-
nals went up considerably. Sırat-ı Müstakim (Straight path), Beyanü’l-Hakk 
(Statement of God), and Sada-yı Hakk (Sound of God), İslam Mecmuası (Jour-
nal of Islam), and İslam Dünyası (Islamic world) were principal periodicals at 
that time.114 

Of these journals, Sırat-ı Müstakim was the most famous. It was published 
by Ebu’l-ala Zeynel Abidin (Mardin) and Eşref Edip in , and its editorial 
writer was Mehmed Akif (Ersoy) who would pen the national anthem of the 
Republic of Turkey in . It changed its name as to Sebilürreşad in . 
While this journal published articles that advocated Islamic principles, it ad-
vocated importing Western technology to save the empire but opposed total 
Westernization. Beyanü’l-Hakk was a periodical published by the Cemiyet-i 
İlmiye-yi İslamiye (Islamic Society of Science) and its  issues essentially fo-
cused on the political and social problems of the empire from an Islamic point 
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of view. İslam Mecmuası, was another leading journal. Munis Tekinalp and 
Ziya Gökalp, two of the leading figures of Turkish nationalism and the Com-
mittee of Union and Progress, published their articles in this journal. It 
touched on economic issues of the Ottoman Empire and proposed solutions 
for its economic problems.115 Abdûrreşid İbrahim, who visited many countries 
and attempted to promulgate Islam among non-Muslims like the Japanese,116 
published İslam Dünyası. It favored a range of reform in social and educational 
institutions of Muslims.117 Articles that it published the periodical is relatively 
more open-minded compared with other Islam-oriented journals. 

In the print culture of the empire, socialist ideas became one of the main 
topics of conversations aer . is political movement first appeared in 
Salonica, which was one of the most cosmopolitan cities of the empire in terms 
of social and economic development. A socialist journal entitled Amele (la-
borer) was published in four various languages in this Balkan city, Hüseyin 
(İştirakçi) Hilmi published İştirak (participation) in Istanbul in .118 A 
small, but a significant point must be underscored: the journal did not chal-
lenge the teachings and practices of Islam. What is more, it even argued that 
there is an explicit similarity between “the social equality in Islamic philoso-
phy” and “egalitarianism” and “solidarism” of socialist ideology.119 When 
Alâeddin Cemil wrote an article on Ottoman socialists in Şura-yı Ümmet in-
sulting them and their political views, İştirakçi Hilmi responded harshly, at-
tempting to prove that socialism was accommodated within both Christianity 
and Islam.120 In fact, what he endeavored to do was to demonstrate that Otto-
man society had been familiar with socialist ideas for hundreds of years. He 
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used religion to propagate socialist ideas in the Ottoman society. e legacy 
of socialist journals contributed to the development of materialist ways of 
thinking despite their prudent, prudent approach to religion. 

Like other political and philosophical movements, materialist ideas were 
spreading aer . Owing to modern educational institutions and new jour-
nals, many students and intellectuals were exposed to materialist ideas. It was 
easy to learn the thinking of materialist intellectuals.121 Edhem Necdet, Mem-
duh Süleyman, Baha Tevfik, Fazıl Ahmed, Ahmed Nebil, and Subhi Edhem 
were the leading figures of Ottoman materialism. e flagship of Ottoman 
materialism was Felsefe Mecmuası (journal of philosophy) published by Baha 
Tevfik and Ali Fuad. e contributors to this periodical interpreted human 
affairs from a materialist point of view, and they were respectively more cou-
rageous, touching on precarious issues like the origin of humankind. ey 
wrote articles on many various issues such as Lamarckism, branches of biology 
and geology,122 and the history of organisms and earth, all of which were ex-
plained without reference to divine will. e scope of this journal was not lim-
ited to merely philosophy. In addition, it included a concise dictionary of phi-
losophy that covered the definitions of many concepts such as cause and 
relativism. According to this dictionary, evolution (tekâmül in Ottoman Turk-
ish) was a development starting from a simple form, generally with reference 
to organisms.123 Overall, this journal provided a significant platform for ma-
terialist authors to state their views. It must be stressed that there was “a dis-
pute between spiritualist and materialist philosophies”124 and Felsefe Mec-
muası was the flagship of materialist thought. Indeed, Baha Tevfik published 
Ernst Haeckel’s Die Welträtsel (e Riddle of the Universe) in Felsefe Mec-
muası as a serial. Haeckel considerably occupied Ottoman intellect. is 
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might be because he visited the Ottoman Empire in . Ahmed Nebil trans-
lated his one of books into Turkish.125 

ere is a significant point to draw attention: prior to Felsefe Mecmuası, a 
periodical entitled Yeni Felsefe Mecmuası (new journal of philosophy) had 
been published by Benizade Ahmed Hamdi and Mehmet Zekeriya (Sertel) in 
Salonica in . It explicitly promoted Turkish nationalism and endeavored to 
form its “social ideology Yeni Hayat (new life).”126 is journal published an 
article that emphasized the role of biological evolution in psychology. It was 
emphasized that “the development of natural sciences resulted in the fact that 
psychology gradually acquired a ‘realist’ character and that all religious inspi-
rations were kicked out from psychology.”127 e author mentioned the La-
marckian principle of adaptation and Darwinian natural selection, but even 
though he mentioned the name of Lamarck but he did not refer to Darwin. 
Even so, he favored their biological evolutionary views in the development of 
psychology.128 

Owing to the works of Baha Tevfik and friends like Ahmed Nebil, materi-
alist thought became much clearer. Of the journals, he published, which in-
cluded Piyano (piano) and Yirminci Asırda Zeka (intelligence in the twentieth 
century), Felsefe Mecmuası (Journal of philosophy) was the most striking due 
to its contribution to the intellectual life of the empire. It must be emphasized 
that this journal inherited the intellectual tradition of nineteenth-century 
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Europe and reflected its peculiarities.129 In particular, Piyano included articles 
about many animals such as frogs and bats. In fact, these writings were not 
more than encyclopedic information.130 Baha Tevfik’s friend Ali Fuad was co-
publisher of this journal but remained in the background. Despite having only 
ten issues, it le a distinctive mark on the transition from traditional to secular 
thinking. 

In addition to materialism, positivism gained momentum with the publi-
cation of a well-known journal, Ulûm-ı İktisadiyye ve İçtimaiyye Mecmuası 
(journal of economic and social sciences). e founders of this journal - Ah-
med Şuayib, Mehmed Cavid, and Rıza Tevfik (Bölükbaşı) - had written articles 
for Servet-i Fünûn which had paved the way for positivist publishing in the 
Ottoman Empire, and they were deeply influenced by its intellectual legacy. 
Apart from these founders, Ali Suad, Faik Nüzhet, Ahmed Muhtar, Salih Zeki, 
Bedii Nuri, and Asaf Nef’i wrote articles for this journal. It benefited from the 
libertarian conjuncture that appeared right aer the declaration of the Second 
Constitution. While it advocated liberal economic policy inspired by Adam 
Smith and David Ricardo, it favored positivism in philosophy.131 Positivist 
ideas were dispersed throughout many articles and the founder of this philos-
ophy, Auguste Comte, and his legacy were examined.132 According to the pro-
gram of this journal, their main motivation was to solve the economic and 
social problems of the empire.133 ey had practical concerns and introduced 
sociology to the empire, but their sociological point of view was influenced by 
no more than Herbert Spencer’s works; Émile Durkheim had not yet been 
discovered at the time. One of the most distinctive aspects of Ulûm-ı İk-
tisadiyye ve İçtimaiyye Mecmuası was its attempt to explain society and 
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economy through the findings of biology. According to Ahmed Şuayip, one of 
the founders, there was “a close affinity between biology and sociology,” and 
they frequently and mutually supported each other.134 

Ahmed Şuayip endeavored to explain society and the state in a positivist 
sense. In doing so, he was deeply inspired by sociology and sociobiology. Even 
though he died at the young age of thirty-four, his preliminary approach can 
be inferred from his article, Devlet ve Cemiyet (state and society) in the jour-
nal. He argued that European civilization was “the product of a long evolu-
tion” by which it acquired its present level of development.135 Aer explaining 
how the law of evolution governed all things in the world, he touched on the 
nature of humankind in order to clarify the formation of state. From his point 
of view, humans had a “wild” character that never changed in the course of 
history and had to be in “cooperation against enemies.” is collaboration of 
various peoples was a compulsory for survival and led to the making of social 
contract - which Ahmed Şuayip called Mukavele-i İçtimaiyye - and the birth 
of government. In other words, because “people were inclined to do evil to 
each other and a small gain was enough to make them hostile to each other,” 
“the most clever and strongest” became leaders of communities through a so-
cial contract. Experience proved the inefficiency of a disorder and the need for 
a stable society for the sake of humankind. Aer explaining origin of govern-
ment, he concentrated on factors such as geography and men of religion that 
played a remarkable role as the foundation of society. e evolution of society 
took place gradually rather than abruptly.136 As can be inferred from his arti-
cle, Ahmed Şuayip sought the laws that governed human societies from a pos-
itivist standpoint. 

Evolutionary theories and the organic theory of society were the backbone 
of articles published in Ulûm-ı İktisadiyye ve İçtimaiyye Mecmuası. Evolution 
was an inevitable process from which neither organisms, nor society could 
stand aloof. In the nineteenth century, many significant developments took 
place in biology, contributing to explanations of social life in the light of 
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biological findings. As an organism, society resembled biological organisms 
and was no more than a continuation of nature. Biological and social organ-
isms were oen compared with each other. Both had growth and differentia-
tion in their structure and function, and there was a mutual correlation be-
tween their parts. Societies had organs just like individuals. For example, the 
brain and the circulatory system had equivalents in society. “e most popular 
of the bio-organicist intellectuals, Herbert Spencer,” was the leading figure of 
early sociology in the Ottoman Empire.137 ere were many articles on the 
struggle for life, natural selection, evolution, and Spencerian philosophy in 
Ulûm-ı İktisadiyye ve İçtimaiyye Mecmuası.138 It focused not only on economic 
and social issues but also on debates about race. While examining biological, 
environmental, and nutritional factors that lead to the progress of humankind, 
he benefited from Lamarckian and Darwinian theories of evolution. Ahmed 
Şuayip attempted to refute the idea that race was the sole factor bringing about 
progress.139 Unlike articles in other journals like Mecmua-i Ebuzziya, he had 
an argumentative approach to the racial issues. Overall, this journal adopted 
a critical position in its introduction of sociology and promotion of positivism 
despite the fact that it was short-lived. 
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During the Young Turk era, studies on biological evolution gradually in-
creased. For example, on the occasion of the th birthday of Darwin in , 
Dr. Nami published two detailed articles on his biography on the journal 
Bahçe (garden). e author offered valuable knowledge on many evolutionary 
issues from its history to the foundations of the Darwinian theory. ree years 
later, Yahya Halid wrote an article on Charles Darwin comparing his theory 
with that of Lamarck. In fact, this author emphasized that they differed on the 
main mechanism of evolution and that Darwin’s was more widely accepted in 
Europe.140 

§ .  Remarkable Intellectuals in terms of Secular Interpretation 
of Nature and Organisms 

..  Asaf Nef’i: e Coexistence of Social Darwinism and Social Jus-
tice 

Asaf Nef’i, one of the prominent authors of Ulûm-ı İktisadiyye ve İçtimaiyye 
Mecmuası, benefited from both Darwinian and Lamarckian evolutionary the-
ories since he considered them to be complimentary scientific approaches for 
figuring out social life. He thought that evolution is the basis of all of organ-
isms in the world; no species can escape it. He favored the idea of struggle for 
existence and the thoughts of Buffon, Darwin and Malthus. While Buffon was 
a precursor to the idea of struggle, Malthus used it in his theory for proposing 
a theory of population. Eventually, Charles Darwin broadened the application 
of struggle to nature, asserting that “all organisms were in struggle with each 
other and that only the fittest ones survive.” Aer testing natural selection as 
the basis of the relation of species to nature, Asaf Nef’i did not superficially 
touch on Darwin’s sexual selection. “One sex renders itself attractive to mates 
of the opposite sex,” and this was why females need to be “coquettish and 
beautiful” while males had a tendency to be “brave and courteous” to the op-
posite sex.141 In fact, Asaf Nef’i clarified his position about the relationship of 
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species to nature. He had no belief in the stability of species and completely 
embraced acceptance of the evolutionary theory. 

According to Asaf Nef’i, there are three factors that shaped the societies of 
humankind, namely the survival and biological continuity of generations, per-
sonal competition for better social standing, and class conflict. In ancient 
times, humankind had no motivation except the satisfaction of their needs 
and acted “egoistically.” us, they primarily looked for food and mate. On 
this point, Asaf Nef’i interpreted the nature of man from a materialistic point 
of view, regarding him as an organism who pursues the satisfaction of its 
needs.142 However, while he favored Darwinian principles such as the survival 
of the fittest and natural selection in the interpretation of history of the hu-
mankind, he was cognizant of the importance of Lamarckian theory of evolu-
tion. He adopted both the Lamarckian and Darwinian perspectives to deter-
mine the nature of organisms and assumed that the influence of the 
environment on the organisms was irrefutable. In doing so, he considered La-
marckian theory as a compliment to Darwinian theory.143 

Asaf Nef’i examined social evolution in order to reinforce the idea of 
struggle for survival, but he put forward that the condition of humankind had 
been miserable in the past. Societies are always “divided into two, unequal 
parts.” Even worse, the misery of humankind was considered the outcome of 
the survival of the fittest in society. In other words, the main reason for its 
misery was the lack of “general justice.”144From his point of view, the general 
situation of contemporaneous societies was unacceptable and full of “cruelty.” 
First of all, human beings had to know themselves to save themselves from 
this “horrible” situation.145 e working class in Europe was suffering from a 
range of problems – ranging from malnutrition, long working hours, and for 
health - due to “competition” in society. e Darwinian struggle for existence 
took place in French society. He claimed that this principle had not given rise 
to progress for humankind and had brought about a “debacle,” making people 
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sick, poor and disabled. e application of the principle of the survival of fit-
test to human societies would bring about social disaster. 146 

e ideas of Asaf Nef’i on state, society and the individual are based on an 
“evolutionist and positivist” worldview.147 His ideas about society and state 
promoted the desacralization of the world by explaining the forms of natural 
life in materialistic terms. He interpreted them as the outcome of neither di-
vine will nor any other supernatural power. Even though he believed in the 
predominance of natural law, the real-world results of adopting certain prin-
ciples such as natural selection and the survival of the fittest prevented him 
from promoting competition within society. While previous authors empha-
sized divine justice, which was an influence of Islam and ancient Greece, he 
favored “social justice, which are the product of freedom and rights in new 
Western thought.”148 Notably, he had an interest in Marxism and wrote an ar-
ticle entitled Demokrasi and Sosyalizm (Democracy and Socialism).149 

..  Bedii Nuri: Human Nature and the Role of Struggle for Survival 

Bedii Nuri (-), the brother of Mustafa Satı (el-Husrî), wrote two books 
and a number of articles in various journals such as Şehbal and Resimli Dergi 
(illustrated journal), but he concentrated on social evolution rather than the 
biological theory of evolution. Like other authors of Ulûm-ı İktisadiyye ve 
İçtimaiyye Mecmuası, he accepted that societies gradually evolved in the 
course of history and that there were the similarities between societies and 
organisms.150 He stressed that social evolution is an inevitable process, the de-
bates on the main reasons for this kind of evolution notwithstanding. Individ-
ual in society with stronger qualifications and the ideas in the economic con-
text and that used their own mind, can evolve faster and achieve their main 
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goals. Individuals had a critical position in evolution.151 Every person is a 
product of a social body. A society can adapt to living conditions owing to its 
ability.152 At this point, Bedii Nuri emphasized the importance of adaptation, 
the main pillar of Lamarckian theory of evolution. What is more, he did those 
not touch on the role of selection in social evolution and the appearance of fit 
individuals. 

Bedii Nuri concluded that social philosophy descended from biology. 
However, his stance is different from that of Spencer since the former regarded 
society as a compound while the latter as a composition of individuals.153 Even 
so, both agreed on the similarities between organisms and society. Bedii Nuri 
compared humans with animals, emphasizing that “Humankind” shed its an-
imal traits aer “a long period of evolution” and that there are many clear dis-
tinctions between the minds of animals and humans.154 e intelligence of hu-
mankind essentially influenced the course of evolution, but there are other 
non-negligible factors. For example, nature is always a prominent factor in 
evolution.155 

One of the most important aspects of Bedii Nuri’s evolutionary view was 
his recognition of the role of struggle for existence, especially in terms of so-
ciety and the economy. Like other all organisms, humankind exhibits “egois-
tic” behavior for its “reproduction and survival.” Every organism strives to 
remain alive and primitive individuals are subject to this law, but being selfish 
is not a hindrance to “collective cooperation.” Working or living collectively 
brings about a “common interest” for survival and reproduction. In fact, this 
way of life was compulsory rather than preferential.156 While Bedii Nuri 
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emphasizes the importance and the role of egoistic behavior, he does not dis-
regard the benefits of collective cooperation. What is more, he does not seem 
to have favored such egoistic behavior for the good of society. 

From ancient times to the middle ages, it was evident that this kind of 
struggle took place. Humans are in conflict with each other in order to tri-
umph over their rivals. Many words such as “patriotism and national honor” 
were invented for “satisfying” this desire.157 Conflict does not necessarily mean 
military conflict and it is possible to see conflicts within a society. Some im-
material factors can result in a far greater impact than material conflicts. In 
fact, he tried to clarify that humans have a desire to be superior to other people 
and they are always in conflict. During their early periods, they looked for 
ways to protect themselves from the dangers of nature and wild animals, but 
when their lives were assured, they began to enter into more relationships with 
each other to meet their new exigencies.158 As a result, the more relationships 
within humankind, the more inevitable the struggles they have in their daily 
life became. 

Bedii Nuri concluded that the struggle among humankind did not go un-
changed in the course of history. e early stages of societies can be called 
military since the main source of power was the objects such as weapons and 
artillery. e offspring of these kinds of societies were inclined to be warriors 
and were skilled at using weapons. Many leading figures such as Solon and 
ucydides actively dealt with military issues. e content and form of the 
struggle among humans evolved and commercial competition came to pre-
dominate over other forms of struggle. Instead of military means, societies 
used commercial instruments to compete. Bedii Nuri emphasized the peaceful 
aspect of this new struggle, even though the first form of commerce was ban-
ditry rather than the conventional bartering of goods. e Phoenicians, “the 
earliest traders among ancient civilizations,” engaged in “banditry on land and 
piracy at sea.” He said that “while they sold their goods to locals in coastal 
areas, they captured young girls and boys to sell as slaves…” e Carthaginians 
inherited the commercial habits and sunk ships that were harmful for their 
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commercial interests. As time went on, this struggle began to acquire a more 
peaceful character as traders partly abandoned their wild habits. He called all 
of these processes social progress and promoted struggle as its essential ele-
ment. However, from his standpoint, the leading factor in this process was 
ideas, and no one could ignore the role of ideas.159 He pushed material factors 
into the background. 

As well as the struggle for existence, Bedii Nuri mentioned the economic 
“inequalities” that he regarded as the echoes of “inequalities” in nature. In 
spite of his stress on the struggle in his interpretation of the evolution of soci-
eties, the contemporaneous social classes that were deprived of property suffer 
unrest due to their miserable conditions. As their numbers were so high, gov-
ernments implemented various solutions to minimize their unrest.160 

..  Hakkı Behiç: e Role of the State of Nature for the Interpreta-
tion of Society 

Hakkı Behiç, an author of Musavver Muhit (illustrated Milieu), wrote two im-
portant articles to indicate the factors to which social life was subjected. He 
claimed that aer the formation of society, all people pursue their “survival” 
and all had a right to live. He called this rule a natural law and made an anal-
ogy between humans and society. He seems to have embraced an organic un-
derstanding of society, contending that society is like the body of a human. 
When the organs of a society do not work properly, it loses its “health and 
wellness.”161 

He looked for the origin of society by examining the state of nature and 
thought that the needs of human beings brought about the birth of human 
societies and governments. He explained the appearance of human societies 
by looking at their biological nature. He accepted that they struggle among 
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themselves, but made no direct or indirect reference to the natural selection 
theory of Darwin. He considered that every individual in society has to strug-
gle to survive and argued that the relationship of society to natural life was 
“much wilder, and more ambitious.” is was because society emerged as a 
result of humankind’s intention to strengthen its “relationship to life.” As it 
had no capacity by themselves, to meet their “needs,” humans formed socie-
ties.162 

is situation made enormously contributed to their survival and repro-
duction. In order to support his assertion about the peculiarities of societies, 
he quoted from a Betty of Schopenhauer that the state was an excellent prod-
uct of humankind’s self-interest. Furthermore, humans formed governments 
to meet needs that resulted from their egoism.163 Even though he did not men-
tion concepts like social contract and consent of governed, his approach is sim-
ilar to well-known philosophers like omas Hobbes and Jean Jacques Rous-
seau. Hakkı Behiç seems to have been deeply influenced by the 
Enlightenment, the heyday of the idea of the social contract.164 Yet he empha-
sized the continuation of brutality aer the formation of a society and govern-
ment. e common interest of society was the essential reason for the birth of 
society and government. 

While commenting on the course of human societies, Hakkı Behiç 
stressed the role of struggle for reproduction and survival in the course of their 
history. Human societies do everything to stay alive and have no ethical con-
cerns. “ey used injustice, “lies, deception, and oppression to rule weak in-
dividuals.” What is more, they did these things without regret or mercy.” is 
is an inescapable rule of life in “the past, present, and future.” Hakkı Behiç 
cited Europeans’ treatment of their colonies as an example. Colonialists were 
neither “merciful” nor “fair” to indigenous peoples. Human societies have a 
wild desire to assert dominance over other people and do not hesitate to use 
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any immoral and unethical means.165 ere is an important point about his 
evaluation of the nature of humankind and its societies: he did not mention 
the long-term results of the struggle to survive and reproduce. at is, he kept 
silent on the appearance of the fittest organisms as a result of deep-rooted 
struggle for survival in society. is is an important clue indicating whether 
he was influenced by Darwinian theory of evolution. 

While explaining the formation of society, he touched on the differences 
between humans and the societies that they formed. Human beings did not 
put themselves in jeopardy for “an unimportant interest.” Despite their ego-
ism and hypocrisy, they tended to “obey” and did not introduce “brutality” as 
a “fair” order. Moreover, they did not disregard the moral and spiritual ele-
ments in their life and material concerns were not always the decisive factor. 
On the other hand, society was “unconditionally material, rapacious, and ego-
istic vis-à-vis external agents. When its interest was in danger, it did not hesi-
tate to rampage anything, including “the individuals of which it was composed 
itself.” General interest was a pivotal factor in the shaping of society.166 

While clarifying the nature of society, Hakkı Behiç pointed out the col-
lapse of great empires in history, citing Roman Empire, which had established 
absolute sovereignty over Europe, Asian Minor, and Northern Africa as an ex-
ample. Having enormous power did not ensure the perpetuity of a society. 
is gigantic empire used “the sword” excessively in order that the world be 
subject to only its authority, but it failed due to its “fall and partition.” is 
proved that social unity could not be maintained with violence and it appeared 
in the course of time rather than through violent methods. In order to ensure 
“social unity,” the members of a society have to have a common ground and 
common traditions, to live together in a strong bond and “understand” them-
selves well. In fact, he stressed the importance of strong bonds among indi-
viduals for the sustainable “unity of society. He assumed that the behaviors of 
these individuals would be imitated by others and passed on to considering 
generations. For example, humans could form a common language to com-
municate. All of these processes take place “as an outcome of evolution, not 
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force.” He conflated the term evolution with social progress. e stronger the 
bonds that the members of a society had, the long lasting and resilient that 
would be.167 

..  Abdullah Cevdet: Leading Figure of Biological Materialism 

Abdullah Cevdet (Karlıdağ) represents the zenith of biological materialism. 
He graduated from Mekteb-i Tıbbiye-i Şahane, the cradle of materialist ideas 
in the Ottoman Empire. At this school, students read the books of Félix Isnard 
and Ludwig Büchner who embraced evolutionary explanations and consid-
ered that evolution offered a toolkit for understanding not only nature but also 
society.168 “İbrahim Temo, one of the founders of the İttihad ve Terakki Cemi-
yeti (Committee of Union and Progress, CUP), suggested Abdullah Cevdet 
read Isnard’s Spritualism et Matérialisme.” It and Büchner’s Matière et Force 
deeply shaped his intellectual world, and he began to be inclined to think in a 
materialist way. When he started this school, he had an “extremely conserva-
tive” life view, but as he read books similar to aforementioned studies, he be-
gan to have doubts about some of the values and beliefs that he had.169 

e fact that Ottoman Empire imported books from France at the time 
positivism was tremendously influential among French intellectuals paved the 
way for the introduction of biological materialism. According to Hanioğlu, it 
was the birth of an “intellectual typology that would conflict with the values 
of a society based on religious foundations.” Mekteb-i Tıbbiye-i Şahane was a 
main agent in the making of the kinds of intellectuals who “regarded religion 
as a hindrance to social development” and challenged many social values.” 
e fact that Abdullah Cevdet, Beşir Fuad, and Rıza Tevfik (Bölükbaşı) em-
braced biological materialism aer receiving their education at this school is 
no “coincidence.” ey gradually abandoned religious interpretations of life, 
nature, society, and the state, replacing religious dogma with science based on 
“observation and experiment.”170 
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Darwinian theory of evolution influenced Abdullah Cevdet, but its social 
implications are more apparent since he favored biological explanations for 
understanding society. Even so, he was the first to introduce this revolutionary 
theory, stressing its foundations. When he translated Büchner’s book, Natur 
und Geist, he accounted for Darwin’s theory in some footnotes. ese short 
passages crystalize his basic understanding of this theory. As the author oen 
emphasized the similarity between humans and gorillas, the translator needed 
to explain the principles of Darwinian theory. First of all, he explained that the 
struggle for existence can be applied to all organisms. e second principle is 
the descent of organisms from other organisms and their capacity to be subject 
to change. Abdullah Cevdet opposed the stability of species. e last one is 
natural selection - the backbone of evolution. However, his knowledge was 
rudimentary since he confused natural selection with sexual selection. is 
was a critical and intolerable mistake when introducing Darwinian theory. 
Later, he paid attention to the history of biological evolution and traced it to 
Lucretius ( - BC), a Roman philosopher and physician. Abdullah Cevdet 
quoted Lucretius “the available species of animals survived owing to their abil-
ity to intrigue, their power, and their speed.”171 In doing so, he stressed that 
evolution had a long history and Darwin was its original discoverer of evolu-
tion.172 

When a case of anti-Darwinism took place in Kastamonu in , Abdul-
lah Cevdet reacted harshly and called it a case of the Middle Ages in Kastamonu 
(Kastamonu’da Kurun-ı Vusta). e teacher of natural sciences Ragıp Bey, the 
French teacher Celal Bey, and the sermubassır173 Adem Hilmi Bey at 
Kastamonu Mekteb-i Sultani (Kastamonu High School) were accused of athe-
ism as they were said to have taught evolutionary theory to their students. is 
case led to an uproar in the province, and they were suspended from their 
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work. e teachers of Turkish, geography, and Arabic in the same school - 
respectively, Hacı Ziya, Arif, and Zühdü Efendi of Nablus were the chief com-
plainants, and Celal Bey and Adem Hilmi Bey were arrested. e most tragic 
aspect of this anti-Darwinist case was an angry crowd in the province that 
stormed a bookstand and targeted these teachers. e person who reported 
this case for İçtihad stigmatized these reactionaries as representatives of dark-
ness. Instead of defending the teaching of evolution in the schools, Abdullah 
Cevdet evaluated the case in the context of “the freedom of thought and con-
science,” which he assumed as requirements for a modern state.174 

Darwinian evolution was a considerable factor that shaped his scientific 
and philosophical point of view. Fundamentally, his racial anthropology was 
influenced by it, and he was the precursor of the introduction of anthropology 
to the Ottoman Empire. As he graduated from a medical school, and was fa-
miliar with craniology. His  study, entitled Fizyolociya ve Hıfzı’s-sıhha-yı 
Dimağ ve Melekât-ı Akliyye (physiology and hygiene of mind and mental abil-
ity) can be considered the first anthropological treatise in the Ottoman Em-
pire. He expanded the content of this book in  and republished it, making 
a slight alteration to its name, in .175 He mainly examined “the relationship 
of the size of skull and the volume of brain.” Especially, towards the end of the 
nineteenth century, one of the fundamental assumptions of physical anthro-
pology concerned this relation. Another assumption was that “those who used 
their brains would have bigger skulls.” It was believed that “the use of mental 
faculties brought about the increasing growth of skulls.”176 e anatomical 
structure of the skull was regarded as a sign of mental capacity. 

Abdullah Cevdet compared the mental capacity of many animals, empha-
sizing that of all creatures, humans have the most developed brain. While ex-
amining the mental capacity of animals, he acknowledged the development 
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level of the brains of anthropoids.177 He noted that male sheep, lions, gorillas, 
and humans have , , , - cubic centimeters of brain, respec-
tively. He paid special attention to the development of the brain of humans, 
comparing fossilized corpses available from ancient cemeteries with present 
humans. From his point of view, ancient man clearly had a smaller skull, and 
this can be interpreted as the development of the brain in the course of his-
tory.178 

Abdullah Cevdet believed that race was an important factor in the size of 
a skull. Superior races (Irk-ı Aliye) had more developed skulls than those of 
inferior races (Irk-ı Safile). Europeans had much bigger skulls than Australian 
natives or black Africans. e average size of Caucasian skulls was  cubic 
centimeters while that of African blacks was approximately  cubic centi-
meters. However, Abdullah Cevdet did not consider race as the only factor 
determining a person’s skull size. e level of civilization and knowledge a 
race had reflected, the development of the intelligence its members had. He 
emphasized that many scholars and the elite of Paris had “more developed 
brains” than those of ordinary people in Paris.179 Many well-known people had 
voluminous skulls. For example, Descartes had a goal of  cubic centime-
ters, and La Fontaine of .180 

As well as racial anthropology, Abdullah Cevdet dealt with Eugenics. He 
believed “the application of the natural sciences to social issues” was fruitful 
and thought that natural selection would bring about an “elitist” group in a 
society. at is, findings in the natural sciences would help society develop.181 
Importantly, he opposed “sudden revolutions” as they might have a detri-
mental impact on the natural course of evolution.182 His eugenic ideas are 
made clear in his writings on the dynasty of the Ottoman Empire, and he made 
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use of Darwinian ideas to explain its “degeneration.” His main idea was the 
decadence of the members of dynasty.183 

Abdullah Cevdet argued that the şehzades (princes of the Ottoman dyn-
asty) had not received a sufficient education to the country and nation. “All 
were born to Circassian concubines.” ey experienced in part a life of slavery 
in the palace. On this point, Abdullah Cevdet emphasized the brutality of na-
ture, the course of history, and the role of psychology in the upbringing of the 
şehzades. eir slave-like position led them to lose “honor”, and sense of “in-
dependence.” Abdullah Cevdet looked nature for proof and adduced that fe-
male animals were used for mundane purposes in daily life. “No matter how 
powerful the mates of these kinds of animals were, the offspring would not 
inherit the power and traits of their fathers.” A female slave would inevitably 
bring about the degeneration of the offspring. A Circassian or Georgian slave 
who was considered “a commercial good” and had a “timid” character would 
not bring a self-reliant and independent şehzade into the world. e offspring 
of these slaves had no capacity to have “positive traits, honor, or masculinity.” 
According to Abdullah Cevdet, natural selection - the backbone of Darwinian 
theory – argued the transmission of traits from mother to offspring rather 
than from the father. “e parents of the Ottoman sultans should have been 
free women” and children born to concubines had no capacity to rule the em-
pire. “Instead of incarcerating şehzades in the palace, they should have been 
benefiting from the leading scholars of Europe.”184 is does not mean that 
Abdullah Cevdet ignored the importance of education and other cultural fac-
tors in their upbringing. Even though biological factors were predominated 
over social and cultural ones, the latter cannot be disregarded.185 

Because Abdullah Cevdet was in Europe for a while, he made this harsh 
evaluation about the members of the dynasty. But he was aware that his words 
may offend the şehzades in Istanbul. us, he stressed that he was lack of ma-
licious intent and antagonism in his stance to members of the dynasty.186 He 
evaluated the problem of unqualified şehzades from a biological point of view 
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and argued that concubines were the main reason why şehzades were incapa-
ble. 

While interpreting life, he utilized from secular ideas rather than from Is-
lam. What is more, “İçtihad was the first periodical in which Islam was criti-
cized.” He argued about the destructive influences of Islam on Ottoman soci-
ety, but he accepted the fruitful social aspect of Islam. In doing, he attempted 
to distinguish “the positive sides of Islam,” which he recognized as an irrevo-
cable factor in Ottoman society. From his point of view, while religious di-
mension of Islam was useless its social dimension might be fruitful for solving 
the problems of the empire187 He tried to accommodate biological materialism 
within Islamic culture. To reconcile Islam with scientific truth and material-
ism, he relies on three major sources. To begin with, the sources of Islam (the 
Koran and hadith) and Islamic thinkers enabled him to reinterpret Islam. “He 
sought to reconstruct the golden age of Islam as an enlightened era of liberal-
ism and democracy.” In doing so, he wished to demonstrate that Islamic his-
tory had “the capacity for progressive evolution.” For him, “return to its orig-
inal sources” was the best option. On this point, he needed to follow in the 
footsteps of some Muslim scholars. Abdullah Cevdet met Muhammad Abduh. 
As the latter excluded materialism from his worldview, Cevdet wished to fill 
this gap with his materialist thinking. Second, he depended on the accumu-
lated works of Muslim mysticism, poetry, and philosophy to reinterpret Islam. 
For example, he considered the writings of the performer Mawlana Jalal al-
Din Rumi who contended to accommodate modern materialism in an Islamic 
context. What is more, he used the ideas of al-Maarri and Rumi to Islamize 
specific modern theories such as those of Cesare Lombroso, and he called 
Umar Khayyam the oriental Voltaire. ird, another source that Abdullah 
Cevdet used was “a collection of statements on science attributed to Muslim 
leaders and intellectuals.” He reinterpreted their quotations and exaggerated 
their importance. For example, a statement by the fourth caliph Ali (he who 
ate no meat for forty days and lost his mind) should be understood as a “sci-
entific observation of the relationship of brain activity and protein 
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consumption.”188 Abdullah Cevdet was interested in the history of Islam and 
translated Dutch Reinhart Dozy’s Essai sur l'histoire de l'Islamisme into Otto-
man Turkish under the title Tarih-i Islamiyet.189 However, the Şeri Yayınları 
Teiş Heyeti (board of inspection of the şeriat writings) prevented its transla-
tion and publication.190 

In İçtihad, as well as Abdullah Cevdet, there was a remarkable author 
named Kılıçzade Hakkı. He criticized ulama for keeping people in ignorance 
and preventing the process of progress in the empire. He said soas who 
thought that everything consisted of religion did not bring benefit to us. We 
do not have language, dictionary, rules, literature, wealth, agriculture, art.191 In 
fact, while he was accusing some men of religion of ignorance, he was consid-
erably prudent for not touching upon Islam itself. His main opposition was 
these men rather than Islam itself. He overpraised it and emphasized it holi-
ness as much as possible.192 

He did not avoid Islamic sources and scholars even though he wholeheart-
edly embraced biological materialism. As well as his pragmatic approach to 
Islam, he examined the problems of Islamic states. In one article, he paid at-
tention to the backward situation of Morocco, which was about to experience 
a political debacle. Abdullah Cevdet said “civilizations were unmerciful to un-
civilized people and annihilated those who were weak, ignorant, and incapa-
ble. e law of evolution had either mercy nor grace.”193 Even though he did 
not mention Charles Darwin and his theory, he seems to have benefited from 
the principle of natural selection. 
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..  Baha Tevfik: Vulgar Materialism 

Baha Tevfik (-) was one of the leading figures of materialist thought 
and made enormous contributions to the materialist literature through his 
translations and publications. He was born and received primary education in 
Izmir. en, he moved to Istanbul to study at Mekteb-i Mülkiye. He knew 
French and was not interested in Islamic culture.194 He represented the biolog-
ical and evolutionary materialism led by Jacob Moleschott, Karl Vogt, and 
Ernst Haeckel in the nineteenth century. is kind of philosophical thinking 
occupied a noticeable place in the Ottoman Empire aer . Although this 
philosophy became favorable among intellectuals, its introduction in the Ot-
toman Empire was late.195 Baha Tevfik considered the idea of evolution - not 
the theory of natural selection - was a universal law. He favored the idea of 
evolution, which demonstrated “a much fascination with Darwinism.”196 Like 
many other Ottoman intellectuals, he seems to have been impressed by the 
magic of the world evolution, which was used to emphasize development or 
progress. 

Baha Tevfik played a leading role in the introduction of vulgar materialism 
to the Ottomans and attempted to propagate it through his writings and trans-
lations with colleagues like Ahmed Nebil. As an iconoclastic intellectual, he 
attacked deep-rooted “customs and beliefs” in order to “spread materialist 
philosophy, using any means that he could find.” His attacked moral and social 
values were so shocking that he had many “opponents” during the Young Turk 
era.197 us, his views on society and the individual were arguably extremely 
marginal in the society. He sought to reach respectively large masses by favor-
ing an unsophisticated and unequivocal discourse in his articles and transla-
tions. As many scientific and philosophical books had a pompous discourse, 
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their audiences were limited.198 Baha Tevfik’s discourse helped him make his 
voice heard. Many authors in the Ottoman Empire call this course new lan-
guage (yeni lisan) and abstained from using Arabic and Persian phrases in 
their translations. In addition, they preferred to use “the Istanbul dialect of 
Turkish” so that a larger audience could understand them.199 

Even though Turkish historiography has portrayed Baha Tevfik as “the in-
tellectual father of the Ottoman socialist movement and an anarchist sympa-
thizer,” he had no belief in socialism. His arguments on anarchism were the 
reflections of his “intellectual curiosity.” He took a stand against the CUP and 
favored “the liberal individualist movement that favored private initiative and 
a laissez faire economic system.” Like Abdullah Cevdet, he found politics tir-
ing and sought to change the basis of society through scientific ways, rather 
than political methods.200 He concentrated on “social and philosophical is-
sues” and paid specific attention to “morality and the individual.”201 us, 
from his point of view, politics was not a fruitful way of transforming society, 
and he preferred to make himself heard through the press. 

To be clear, Baha Tevfik had no “direct” objective to promote Darwinian 
or Lamarckian theory of evolution. What he endeavored to do was to promote 
materialism,202 and theories of evolution provided ammunition for his philo-
sophical view. Baha Tevfik and Ahmed Nebil translated a book of Ernst 
Haeckel,203 that contained explicit information on Darwinian theory. is 
book sold more than the translators guessed, and those who bought it 
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encouraged them to translate Ludwig Büchner’s Kra und Stoff (Force and 
Matter).204 ese two German philosophers, Haeckel and Büchner, influenced 
Baha Tevfik tremendously. In particular, the translation of Kra und Stoff at-
tracted a harsh criticism from religious leaders such as Harputizade Hacı Mus-
tafa Efendi who attempted to refute Büchner’s philosophy from a religious 
point of view.205 In fact, before Büchner’s book was translated, his vulgar ma-
terialism had faced serious criticisms in the Ottoman Empire from the s 
onward.206 

Baha Tevfik’s philosophical approach is based on four pillars. To begin 
with, “force cannot exist without matter,” indeed they are the same things. “If 
there were not electrified matter, there would be no electricity.” Likewise, heat 
is composed of “vibrations” that cyclic and quick atoms led. Force itself is con-
crete, but not something abstract. It results from “the motion of atoms,” and 
abstract things have no role in the making of force. Neither does matter create 
force, nor does force create force. us, it is meaningless to claim that there is 
a force prior to the making of the world. Second, “matter is immortal…even 
a piece of dust can never disappear under any circumstance.”207 It can be only 
transformed from one form to another form. Even though matter can undergo 
a change in shape, it can never “vanish.” ird, like matter, forces such as elec-
tricity and heat cannot “disappear” even if they are “inactive” for a time. It is 
a “delusion” to assume that their “inactivity” is a disappearance. Finally, “mat-
ter is infinite.” It will continue forever and its existence will never be 
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interrupted.208 It is apparent that Baha Tevfik wholeheartedly embraced the 
philosophy of Ludwig Büchner. 

Baha Tevfik was a follower of the tradition of evolutionary materialism 
that appeared in the second half of the nineteenth century when the theories 
of biological evolution by Darwin and Lamarck took off due to the well-proven 
evidence in biological sciences like embryology. One of the outstanding mem-
bers of this philosophical approach in Europe was Ernst Haeckel, who offered 
biological findings to support evolutionary materialism.209 Baha Tevfik bene-
fited from his monist philosophy in order to bolster his own evolutionary ma-
terialism. In fact, his main interest was fundamentally the promotion of evo-
lutionary and vulgar materialism rather than the promotion of Darwinism. In 
other words, he utilized biological evolutionary theory as a compliment to 
philosophy. 

..  Beşir Fuad: Ardent Follower of Positivism 

One of the intellectuals who took a keen interest in the science of humankind 
was Beşir Fuad ( ?-), who was born in Istanbul and received military 
education at the Mekteb-i Harbiye (Ottoman Military Academy). is school 
was a channel for the conveyance of scientific knowledge from Europe to the 
Ottoman Empire.210 He served as an officer in the Ottoman army, but “he re-
signed from military service” in order to concentrate his energies on the study 
of science. e dissemination of popular science was an important dimension 
of Beşir Fuad’s life. He translated “numerous articles and pamphlets on topics 
ranging from human anatomy to the solar system” taken from journals such 
as Science Pour Tous and Die Nature. He wished that “literate people” vigor-
ously believed in the power of science. us, he had a remarkable role in the 
popularization of scientific knowledge. Before committing suicide, he re-
quested that his body be donated to a medical school for scientific research.211 
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Orhan Okay calls him the first Turkish positivist and naturalist due to their 
introduction in the Ottoman Empire. He impacted many authors such as Ah-
med Midhat Efendi and Muallim Naci.212 

“Unlike materialists of the preceding decades, whose materialism was 
based largely upon the works of Voltaire, d’Holbach, and Spinoza,” Beşir Fuad 
admired the philosophy Büchner. In particular, his magnum opus, Kra und 
Stoff, was a “starting point” for Fuad’s reformation philosophy.213 However, 
Beşir Fuad’s ideas were arguably positivist rather than materialist since the 
positivist way of thinking about experiment and observation was “the reliable 
way” to interpret natural and social phenomena. “Unless knowledge was 
based on these methods, it is impossible for scientists to obtain trustworthy 
knowledge.” According to many positivist intellectuals and scientists, reli-
gious and metaphysical knowledge are not sufficiently reliable enough to heed 
due to their sources. at is, they have to be based on scientific experiment 
and observation; scientists should pay no attention to supernatural creatures 
or powers to explain an issue.214 Scientific findings have utmost importance as 
they are based on reliable ways. From his point of view, religious knowledge is 
not capable of explaining organism and nature. 

As an ardent supporter of Auguste Comte, Beşir Fuad found metaphysical 
issues waste of time. Given that Comte rejected both religion and metaphysics, 
Beşir Fuad presumably stayed away from religion. However, he did not explic-
itly oppose Islam and mentioned it favorably. His antipathy towards Christi-
anity probably resulted from his education provided in a Jesuit mission in 
Syria. While at the school, he encountered “the religious fanaticism” of the 
Jesuits, which le him with a negative attitude toward Christianity. In addi-
tion, “his respect for Islam was due to the verses and hadiths that promoted 
science.” Despite his prudent attitude toward Islamic teaching, he had no be-
lief in the post mortem survival of the soul. For him, “the soul passed away 
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with the death of body.” On this point, he agreed with Voltaire who proposed 
the non-existence of the soul aer death. In fact, “Beşir Fuad accepted the 
soul’s existence,” but considered it as if it were a material entity. In addition, 
he argued that “life was a form of atoms” of which soul was one part.215 It is 
apparent that while explaining humankind in materialist terms, he did not 
proscribe spiritualist explanations in absolute terms. Indeed, it was extremely 
difficult to oppose Islam at the time and he has to have positive attitude to 
Islamic teachings in order to popularize and propagate scientific knowledge. 
e Ottoman society, for which he attempted to promote science, might not 
have tolerated antireligious ideas. 

Beşir Fuad was under the influences of Claude Bernard and Ludwig Büch-
ner who shaped his views on science and philosophy.216 As he knew English, 
French and German, he was able to read many books from medicine to phys-
iology.217 Claude Bernard was a well-known positivist in France and influ-
enced many Ottomans Mehmed Şakir Paşa218 as well as Beşir Fuad.219 Beşir 
Fuad believed that scientific progress was gradual and was interrupted only 
once.” When Christianity spread across Europe, the religion kept the conti-
nent in ignorance by veiling ancient Rome and Greek civilizations. While ex-
plaining the dark aspects of medieval times, he compared the impact of both 
Christianity and Islam on the development of the sciences. He stressed that 
while Christians “tortured” scientists in the course of spreading their beliefs, 
Islam raised scientists. “e encounter of these two civilizations” engendered 
the Renaissance.220 As mentioned, he defended Islam in an attempt to demon-
strate its friendly ties with science. 
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Beşir Fuad used positivism to spread materialist thought. is was not pe-
culiar to him, and many Ottoman materialists were preoccupied with how to 
“propagate” their thinking in their society. ey were aware that something 
was “missing” from their intellectual efforts. “Beşir Fuad sought a remedy in 
positivism while Abdullah Cevdet looked first to Islam.”221 It is difficult to cat-
egorize Beşir Fuad as a positivist or as materialist since there is no clear-cut 
distinction in his intellectual orientation, but it is reasonable to assume that 
he was close to positivism. 

Beşir Fuad noticed that many journals in İstanbul focused on literature, 
there was a need for publications on positive science. Despite he issued a pe-
riodical named Haver and Güneş, but it was quite short-lived.222 Beşir Fuad 
was an outstanding representative of scientism as he attached a great im-
portance to scientific explanations by absolutizing science. He asserted that 
humankind was an unknown organism for which science offers optimum 
ways to understand. Even though science has difficulty explaining everything 
about humankind, it achieved great successes.223 His legacy in the intellectual 
history of the Ottoman Empire is obvious because he made a remarkable con-
tribution to the materialist, secular interpretation of life in contrast with the 
divine one. Despite his short life, he le a lasting mark on philosophy, science, 
and literature in the late period of the Ottoman Empire. In addition, his close 
friend Ahmed Midhat Efendi stressed and praised both him and his intellec-
tual efforts.224 

§ .  e Introduction of Biological Evolutionary eory 

e exact date when Darwinian theory of evolution introduced in the Otto-
man Empire seems ambiguous, but it is obvious that Ottoman intellectuals 
read many works on biological evolution when materialism and positivism 
were popular among them. Evolutionary views received acceptance from the 
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end of the s onward, but Ottomans intellectuals followed evolutionary lit-
erature rather than conducting new studies. Particularly, Ali Suavi, Ahmet 
Midhat Efendi, Ahmed Macid-Ahmed Edip, Hoca Tahsin were the striking 
thinkers in this term.225 However, when biological evolution is a point in ques-
tion in the Ottoman Empire, the leading intellectuals were Subhi Edhem, 
Edhem Necdet, Memduh Süleyman, Mustafa Satı (el-Husrî) and Şemseddin 
Sami. It must be emphasized that materialist and positivist thinking helped 
the introduction of Darwinian theory in the Ottoman Empire remarkably. 

..  Subhi Edhem 

While Baha Tevfik and Ahmed Nebil “directly” advocated a materialist phi-
losophy, Subhi Edhem (?-?)226 endeavored to promote evolutionary 
thought, specifically the theories of Darwin and Lamarck.227 His contribution 
to the spread of biological materialism in the Ottoman Empire is indisputable. 
As a veterinary physician and teacher, he wrote on the natural sciences and 
philosophy and even founded a journal, Beşer ve Tabiat (man and nature), 
though it was short-lived. Subhi Edhem, like Baha Tevfik, was influenced by 
the philosophical tradition of nineteenth-century Europe and he missed new 
philosophical movements and ideas.228 

Subhi Edhem witnessed that among Ottoman intellectuals, an interest in 
nature had risen. “Many young people began to hurry in order to know natu-
ralists like Lamarck, Darwin, Büchner, and Haeckel.”229 Subhi Edhem con-
fessed that he was late to transmit the works of evolutionists to these youth. It 
can be inferred that he undertook the mission to promote the latest 
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developments of natural sciences and he was aware of the need for an efficient 
educational program, because it was difficult to understand the ideas of Dar-
winism without having knowledge of a range of sciences such as anthropology 
and ethnography.230 

His two studies were significant for the introduction of biological evolu-
tionary theory. e first one was his articles on Lamarckism, which would be 
compiled as a book in , and the second was his book on Darwinism. e 
former study was published in Felsefe Mecmuası and introduced Lamarckian 
principles of evolution. In doing so, the author tried to restore the Lamarckian 
contribution to the field of biological evolution. He claimed that Lamarck was 
not favored over Darwin in scientific milieus because Darwin had proposed a 
more well-proven theory for explaining the origin of species.231 He added that 
scientists had not paid painstaking attention to Lamarckian views “prior to 
the publication of e Origin of Species” in .232 

Aer touching on the importance of Lamarckian theory of evolution, he 
set out to explain it. In doing so, he focused on the laws of adaptation, the 
influence of the environment, and the genesis of organisms. “According to La-
marck, the first organisms are different from what we observe today” and can 
be called primitive due to their simple organic structure. “ey are not more 
than protoplasm.” Natural forces played a leading role in their transformation 
from primitive to complex structures. “e needs” of these primitive organ-
isms brought about the appearance of new organs, culminating in their evo-
lution. Subhi claimed that Lamarckian theory of evolution had basically four 
laws. e first is that organisms extended in size. e second concerns the ap-
pearance of new organs. Lamarck argued that “new needs” are the main rea-
son for biological change in the bodies of species. ird, “the development of 
organs” is sustained by “constant use.” As new organs were used to meet 
needs, they continued to develop. Finally, “physiological changes that an 
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organism acquired over its life could transmit to offspring.” at is, they in-
herited the acquired traits of previous generations.233 

Subhi Edhem’s other book on evolution, Darvenizm, is based on the text-
books of the course of natural history that he taught at Manastır İdadi-i Ask-
eriye (Manastır Military High School). While introducing Darwinian theory 
of evolution, he emphasized that the Ottoman Empire was an undeveloped 
country, so its subjects needed “to work with determination and strength to 
escape the cruel hands of past traditions and to progress as quickly as possi-
ble.” 234 He wished that the Ottoman Empire have follow recent scientific and 
technological developments. While he concentrated on the contributions of 
many scientists such as Georges Cuvier and Carl Linnaeus, he had a noticeably 
special interest in the contribution of Lamarck to the idea of biological evolu-
tion. Interestingly, he briefly summarized Lamarckian theory in his book spe-
cifically written for the introduction of Darwinian evolution.235 His aim was 
to transmit the latest scientific developments in biology, and he disregarded 
the differences between these two theories. Instead of comparing them, he of-
fered general knowledge. As mentioned, the content of this book was designed 
for the students of a military high school. While introducing biological evolu-
tion, he took no account of possible, heavy criticisms from religious milieus.236 

Subhi Edhem paid special attention to the backbone of Darwinian theory, 
namely, natural selection and the struggle for existence. Natural selection is 
the main factor and played a leading role in the evolution of species. Nature 
selects the fittest species. Subhi Edhem used artificial selection to bolster the 
idea of natural selection, claiming that many animals (chickens, doves, dogs, 
and cats) had been wild before being selected for domestication. He argued 
that organisms have two primary objectives – namely survival and reproduc-
tion - and all species have to pursue them. No man, animal, or plant could 
escape from setting these up as objectives. Food and reproduction were nec-
essary for survival and genealogical continuity, respectively. While examining 
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Darwinian evolutionary theory, Subhi Edhem did not disregard the promi-
nent role of competition among organisms. It improved animals and en-
hanced nations continuously.237 e role he attributed to competition can be 
evaluated in terms of social Darwinism. e evolution of both organisms and 
societies took place because of this competition which eliminated the unfit. 

Subhi Edhem was no ardent proponent of Darwinian theory and did not 
hesitate to state its weakness. ere were “vague points” and a need for further 
explanation in this theory, but none were sufficient to undermine it as a 
whole.238 Subhi Edhem believed that because Darwin had constructed it on 
well-proven scientific facts, minor missing points could not undermine the 
theory. 

..  Edhem Necdet 

One of Baha Tevfik’s friends was Edhem Necdet who had a mechanical un-
derstanding of evolution. Like other intellectuals; he did not follow the recent 
developments in Europe and also lingered in nineteenth-century philosophy. 
Despite the fall of Spencerian philosophy, Edhem Necdet and other intellec-
tuals continued to utilize it for social interpretations. He wrote a book entitled 
Tekâmül ve Kanunları (evolution and its laws) using many various sources 
such as Ives Delage Godsmith’s Les éories de L’evolution, Lamarck’s Philos-
ophie Zoologique, and Gilome Greff’s Transformisme Social. He divided his 
book into two sections. Aer he examined laws of evolution, the influence of 
the environment, the functioning of organs, and the inheritance of acquired 
traits, he focused on the evolution of society, organic society, and the mechan-
ical laws that determined changes in society.239 

From the beginning, Edhem Necdet evaluated discussions on the origins 
of life in the context of conflict between science and religion. Even though the 
stability of species had been the predominant view, the idea of evolution be-
came had caught on. is was a revolutionary challenge to “conservatism, the 
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idea of stability, ignorance, and religious fanaticism.” Although e Origin of 
Species became a matter of debate, the idea of evolution - specifically alteration 
of organisms - was scientifically acceptable in Europe.240 As an ardent sup-
porter of scientism, he firmly believed in the idea of evolution, arguing that 
even though Darwin’s theory attracted criticism, “the idea of evolution could 
not be undermined.” It was deeply rooted in scientific milieus. Both Darwin 
and Lamarck proved evolution through natural selection and adaptation, re-
spectively. “Regardless of the main mechanism of evolution,” it was scientifi-
cally well confirmed that species change in the course of history.241 

Before explaining evolutionary theories, Edhem Necdet notably traced the 
idea of evolution to ancient Greece and to Islamic scholars. According to him, 
the emergence of Christianity commenced a dark era in Europe, but the nine-
teenth century marked the rise of evolutionary thoughts owing to the contri-
bution of Lamarck and Darwin. He argued that although many conservative 
people and scientists disproved their theories, the idea of biological evolution 
received more acceptance. 242 Criticisms from religious milieus were also 
equally valid for Lamarck and Darwin. In particular, Darwinian theory came 
in for harsh criticism, but it was accepted by respected scientific milieus. 

Edhem Necdet paid particular attention to the influence of environment 
on the evolution of organisms by emphasizing adaptation, the main principle 
of Lamarckian theory. “As some organs of s species developed, others under-
went a process of atrophy through disuse.” e environment itself has a vari-
able character, but the evolution takes place “gradually” rather than suddenly. 
Aer the formation of the world, primitive organisms emerged and their 
forms evolved from primitive to complex. Changes in environment meant the 
production of miscellaneous changes to the lives of organisms.243 

e reason the issue of evolution was so “exciting” was that it explained 
the forms of natural life in materialist rather than theological terms. us, the 
theory of natural selection was of utmost importance for interpreting how 
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species evolved over a long time. Owing to Darwin’s principle, the idea of evo-
lution dispensed with this “mysterious intervention,” and he acquired “an 
eternal reputation.”244 In fact, Edhem Necdet considered that the scientific 
community is grateful to Darwin for replacing old worldview with a secular 
one, leaving no room for God in the scientific interpretation of nature. He un-
veiled the mystery of life and transferred divine powers to nature. 

Aer focusing on the adaptation of organisms and the influence of the en-
vironment on them, he explained natural selection and the struggle for exist-
ence. To begin, Edhem Necdet took advantage of man-made selection in order 
to explain Darwin’s natural selection. Both selections are similar because they 
bring about the emergence of new species, which owe their present forms, tal-
ents, and abilities to natural selection. While humans selected the strongest 
and the most durable animals, nature selected the fittest ones. Second, the 
struggle for existence took place within a race, among races, and among vari-
ous species. Eventually, a similar situation occurred between organisms and 
environment. Bullying, subjugation, and subjection are observable among or-
ganisms. “e most important struggle” took place among “the members of 
the same species” since this struggle resulted by means of natural selection. 
ese members conflicted with each other over food and territory.245 In other 
words, Edhem Necdet points to the role of the struggle for existence among 
members of the same species in their speciation. 

One of Edhem Necdet’s most remarkable points concerned the implica-
tions of Darwinism. e proponents of this evolutionary theory thought dif-
ferently: they placed natural selection at the center of evolutionary theory and 
subordinated other factors in the evolution of species. Darwin believed in the 
supremacy of natural selection but did not ignore the importance of other fac-
tors such as the influence of the environment, the activities of organs, and the 
inheritance of acquired traits. “e evolution of species can be attributed to all 
these factors, but detecting the efficacy of any of them is difficult.” Some post-
Darwinian scholars assumed that natural selection was “the sole factor of evo-
lution” and “broadened” its role. In other words, while Darwin accepted that 
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there were various factors in evolution, his successors distorted his revolution-
ary theory.246 

Edhem Necdet emphasized that “the consensus” among the proponents of 
evolution disappeared aer the decline of the ideas favoring the inalterability 
of species. Aer defeating the divinely-ordained approach to nature, the the-
ory of natural selection was subject to severe criticism. In order to open up a 
discourse to criticism of Darwin’s natural selection, evolutionary argument 
first had to prevail over god-centered explanations. As a result, evolutionists 
had more time and energy to discuss the function and scope of natural selec-
tion. ere were three main criticisms of natural selection.247 

To begin with, some scholars began to question whether this selection is 
“general” and “eternal.” ey were suspicious of the fact that natural selection 
is so “overarching” that it completely displace divine explanations of nature 
and the origin of life. e second criticism concerns the capacity of natural 
selection to result in a change of species. Edhem Necdet asked whether there 
may be other factors in evolution. He did not regard the importance of natural 
selection but looked for other possible evolutionary factors like environment. 
To bolster his argument, he quoted Peter Kropotkin, a well-known Russian 
philosopher and activist. Kropotkin argued that when “the harsh climates” 
eliminate unfit organisms in Siberia, it is inevitable that strong organisms 
could escape this fate there. In addition to the harsh climate, other factors such 
as shortage of food and contagious diseases result in the birth of a weak gen-
eration rather than the emergence of fit organisms. ird, Edhem Necdet scru-
tinized whether minor changes in environmental conditions could bring 
about vital advantages for some of organisms. He was not sure that the supe-
riority of some species actually result from natural selection. He added that 
“when a lake dries up, all the species perish.”248 Having minor advantages does 
not ensure survival.249 All in all, Edhem Necdet clarified that Darwin’s natural 
selection was subject to serious criticism and that his successors had exces-
sively simplified it. 
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Edhem Necdet paid specific attention to the evolution of society, based on 
his organic understanding of society. He accentuated that societies have a 
body and life that are similar to organisms. eir relation is similar to that of 
“matter and force or of brain and soul.” In fact, “society itself is not the aggre-
gate of individuals.” It was both larger and more perfect in terms of volume 
and functionality. Individuals are no more than the cells of society of which 
the organs of society are created. It was apparent that individuals are different 
when separated from society or community. “Societies are real organisms” - 
an idea shared by Aristotle and Plato in ancient Greece.250 

As an enthusiastic proponent of evolutionary theory, Edhem Necdet at-
tempted to introduce the laws of biological evolution and social evolution. He 
regarded evolution as a universal principle and favored the biological findings 
in the social sciences. He established a strong correlation between the evolu-
tion of man and that of society, stressing the superiority of society as an or-
ganism. He disregarded the antitheological aspects and implications of Dar-
win’s theory and adopted a completely secular approach while analyzing both 
human and society. 

..  Memduh Süleyman 

Of the intellectuals who attempted to introduce Darwinian theory of evolu-
tion in the Ottoman Empire, Memduh Süleyman ( ?-?) who was a 
close friend of Baha Tevfik.251 Memduh Süleyman, Ahmed Nebil and Baha 
Tevfik wrote a book that introduced the life and philosophy of Nietzsche.252 
Memduh Süleyman was distinctive because he translated a book critical of this 
theory. Even though the reasons he translated it are ambiguous, he clearly in-
tended to inform his Ottoman audience of criticism of Darwinism. At the be-
ginning of the Young Turk era, he noticed that enlightened, thoughtful youth 
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were enthusiastic to learn about the scientific and philosophical movements 
of Europe.253 Many students at Western-oriented schools desired to read Dar-
win’s works, but failed to comprehend them. What is more, it had been diffi-
cult to find introductory-level materials to help students comprehend them.254 
In addition, he stressed the impact of Darwinism on science and philosophy, 
but unlike Subhi Edhem and Edhem Necdet, he wished to promote this theory 
from a critical standpoint. He delivered Eduard Hartmann’s approach to evo-
lution which summarized Darwin’s right and wrong points.255 Hartmann 
thought that Darwin’s theory was so well accepted that it endured the harsh 
criticisms of its fanatic opponents who became pro-Darwinists. However, as 
the theory contained serious mistakes and uncertain points, it must be ana-
lyzed seriously and meticulously. Hartmann took a critical stance to both anti 
and pro-Darwinists.256 

Neither the author nor the translator of the book can be labeled as anti-
Darwinists since their intent was to rectify the faults of Darwinian theory of 
evolution. eir main concerns were scientific rather than religious. e au-
thor was aware of the need for a critical approach, and his goal was to fill this 
gap. Moreover, Memduh Süleyman wanted to avoid writing or translating a 
book that would repeat the conventional arguments of Darwin. He opposed 
the unquestioned introduction of Darwin’s theory in the Ottoman Empire. 

Eduard Hartmann tried to grasp how natural selection took place and to 
indicate the faults of Darwinism. According to him, the capability of change, 
inheritance, and the struggle for survival bring about natural selection. In na-
ture, it does not always occur, and its applicability to organisms depends on a 
number of requirements. First of all, species had to be “better-adapted” organ-
isms aer selection. e survival of the less fitted was unacceptable. Second, 
some members should have “sudden aberration” so that evolution can occur. 

                                                       
253 Mehmet Ö. Alkan, “Osmanlı Darwinizmi.” Cogito - (Fall-Winter ): ; Eduard 

Hartmann, Darvinizm, trans. Memduh Süleyman (Istanbul: Necm-i İstikbal Matbaası,  
AH []), . 

254 Rıza Nur, Hayat ve Hatıratım (Istanbul: Altındağ, ), . 
255 Hartmann, Darvinizm, . 
256 Ibid., -. 
 



M U R AT  Y O L U N  

 

ird, “the new trait” of the species that appeared aer the selection place has 
to be “fruitful” for its survival or reproduction. Finally, “the traits” that helped 
the organism survive should not have appeared with “other traits.”257 

Another point of criticism Hartmann directed at Darwin concerned his 
concentration on external factors in the occurrence of evolution. Darwin at-
tributed all changes to natural selection and ignored the impact of the internal 
factors of organisms on their biological change. “All the animals have to strug-
gle with each other for survival, and it was impossible for an animal to escape 
this struggle.”258 at is, species in nature have to be compete for the continu-
ity of their life. It could be inferred that this struggle is two-sided - it is waged 
out against both nature and against other members of the same species. Nat-
ural selection was a product of laws that governed nature itself. While applying 
natural selection to the evolution of species, many factors such as “food, and 
climate” had to be took into consideration.259 

..  Mustafa Satı: Contemporary Scientific Standards in the Fields of 
Nature and Organisms 

Mustafa Satı (el-Husrî [-]), an Arab-origin Ottoman intellectual and 
the brother of Bedii Nuri, le an enormous impact on fields ranging from ped-
agogy to ethnography to geology in the late period of the Ottoman Empire. 
He studied at Mekteb-i Mülkiye and taught the course on nature at the İdadi 
school in Ioannina (Yanya),260 today located in northwestern Greece. Owing 
to his teaching experience, he wrote many books on the natural sciences, 
botany and zoology. He admitted that the books written on botany and zool-
ogy were a fruitful product of his course on nature in Ioannina.261 Of the 
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intellectuals who lived in the late period of the Ottoman Empire, Satı was dis-
tinctive because he attained contemporary scientific standards, writing more 
than half a dozen books on various natural and human sciences and text-
books.262 us, he can be called a diligent author of the Ottoman printing cul-
ture. 

Satı had an extremely secular view of the origin and the spread of human-
kind over the earth. He divided organisms into two, namely “animals and 
plants.” He added that “the most fundamental and important difference be-
tween these organisms is that the former have motion and feelings.”263 His 
most striking idea is the classification of humankind as animals, and he at-
tempted to indicate the many similarities among these organisms. When “the 
composition of body, placenta, and the physical appearance of the embryo” 
are considered, “the similarities” are much more apparent. In particular, sim-
ilarities are much more evident in some primate species such as chimpanzees 
and gibbons which seem to be an intermediate form between humankind and 
apes. However, while humans walk on two feet, the aforementioned animals 
do it on four ones. is does not mean that their feet are completely different 
from each other. Some toes on these animals’ feet have a more articular struc-
ture that allow them to move freely and broadly. us, Satı regarded this phys-
iological detail as an exception.264 He concluded that “there is no reason to 
classify humankind as a separate category in terms of the composition of 
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body.”265 Both apes and humans are members of the same taxonomical group: 
primates.266 He oen emphasized the similarities between humans and ani-
mals. He said 

human does many acts during lifetime: he or she walks, sits down, 
stands up, performs action. Feels a lot: he or she sees, smells, suffers 
and feels joy…us, humans are similar to animals. It needs to be con-
sidered within the category of animals.267 

Satı’s ideas on the relationship between human and other animals are explicit, 
exemplifying the explanation of the forms of natural life in materialistic terms. 
While accounting for some organisms in nature, he does not address any di-
vine activity in nature. In doing so, he desacralized humankind. 

Even though Satı classified humankind as primate, he emphasized their 
mental “superiority.” ey are not ordinary organisms, and despite similari-
ties, their brains are much more developed.268 On this point, Satı, like some 
conservative Ottoman intellectuals such as İsmail Fenni and Aksekili Ahmed 
Hamdi, recognized the dignified position of humans and did not attempt to 
absolutely devalue their existence on earth. Despite his attribution of special 
value to human life, he elicited severe reactions from “conservative circles” 
due to his ideas on the relationship of humankind and apes.269 ey must find 
his ideas intolerable and annoying due to its antitheological implications. It is 
noteworthy that he did not directly write about the common ancestry of or-
ganisms in his books despite his knowledge of Charles Darwin and Jean-Bap-
tiste Lamarck.270 Why he stayed silent on this matter remains uncertain. 
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Probably, he does want not to teach this intensely debated issue to his students 
to escape the wrath of those who had the divine view of nature. 

Satı’s legacy for many human sciences, namely ethnography, ethnology 
and racial anthropology, is considerable. In particular, his journal, Envar-ı 
Ulum (lights of sciences) was “a distinctive periodical of the time.” First of all, 
he attempted to clarify the scope of these sciences by defining them;271 he be-
lieved many scientists were confused about “the scope” of their discipline. An-
thropology should deal with the natural history of humankind from “a general 
standpoint,” while both ethnography and ethnology should remain separate 
from it.272 Satı said 

anthropology examines humans from the most general framework… 
Ethnology examines humans in a more detailed way and compares the 
peoples that history and geography concentrated on… Ethnography 
does this in one time more detailed way. It contents itself with the sep-
arate description and classification of each nation.273 

Satı taught the course on ethnography at Mekteb-i Mülkiye, and this course 
was available in the curriculum of the literary branch of Darülfünun.274 In clar-
ifying the scope of these sciences, he tries to prevent scientific ambiguity. Of 
the three, anthropology is closest to biology due to its concentration on racial 
subjects. 

Satı’s contribution to the introduction of racial anthropology in the Otto-
man Empire has a scientific importance. He called anthropology ilm-i beşer 
(science of human) and taught it as a course at Mekteb-i Mülkiye for just one 
year.275 Anthropology concentrated on racial issues and he oen mentioned 
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races in his studies. In the nineteenth century, the origin of all human races 
was an intense debate, and he argued that there were three approaches for ex-
plaining races. e first approach is monogenism which contends that “hu-
mans races descended from the same origin, all of them are the same spe-
cies.”276 eir “differences” result from race. e second approach, 
polygenism, posits the existence of different ancestries for the different human 
races. Humans “descended from” various ancestors. e third approach is 
evolution, which asserts the non-stability of species in the course of time. Ra-
cial differences took place as organisms evolved.277 Satı favored the last ap-
proach and admitted the change of species on account of evolution. eir fix-
ity is impossible and biological changes follow from the occurrence of 
evolution.278 All forms of life are subject to evolution, which is an inevitable 
process. 

Satı divided races into categories, namely the white, black, yellow, and red 
races.279 However, he argued that classification of races according to skin col-
ors is not reliable since they are “unfixed” criteria and subject to change de-
pending on climate. Many colors or noticeable within different races, and cli-
mate is the chief determinant.280 While he stressed the importance of the 
environment, he did not ignore the outcomes of manmade processes and as-
serted that some species of animals and plants appeared by their intervention. 
Humans continuously select the most beneficial animals for themselves, cul-
minating in the appearance of new races.281 is was a similar process to nat-
ural selection and Darwin called it “selection by man” in the first chapter of 
e Origin of Species 282 in order to bolster his theory of evolution. Even so, he 
recognized that nature is the decisive factor in organic life. Humans descended 
from each other in the course of history due to natural and environmental 
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reasons, which must be accepted as an ordinary case. Even though he seems 
to have read e Origin of Species, there is no direct reference to Darwin in his 
articles or books. Nonetheless, Darwin’s ideas preoccupied his interpretation 
of organic life. He preferred to use it in the explanation of new species and 
races rather than to introduce the theory of natural selection. 

Satı examined the differences between race and species and proposed that 
there is no sharp distinction between them. In order to corroborate his idea, 
he claimed that both Darwin and Lamarck agreed on the existence of a minor 
distinction between species and race. Moreover, species and races descended 
from a common ancestor and their distinction is “a taxonomical matter.”283 
He paid more attention to the origin and evolution of humankind in his ex-
amination of geological ages. He divided geological history into five eras: 
primitive, first, second, third, and fourth eras. “ere was no organism on the 
earth in the primitive era.”284 e first organisms, which were very different 
from “present-day” organisms, appeared in the first era. Subsequently, the 
number of land animals increased and changed, becoming distinct species. In 
fact, Satı implied the evolution of organisms occurred in this era. “Living 
things similar to present-day ones appeared in the third era.”285 

Satı attributed a huge importance to the third era since he assumed that 
the first humans appeared in the middle or at the end of this era, but there are 
significant differences between the first humans and extant ones. Satı exam-
ined the Java Man, who lived in this era and found in Indonesia by Eugène Du-
bois in . His skull is similar to that of apes, but its width was more than 
that of the skull of an ape, smaller than the skulls of humans. Its size confused 
scientists, and they called it pithecanthropus, which meant ape human. In 
spite of this scientific confusion, it was apparent that the ancestors of human-
kind lived in the third era.286 Today, humankind lives in the last era and are 
spread all over the world. ey are much more civilized and developed than 
in previous ages. Satı believed in the stability of neither the earth nor 
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organisms and put forward that humans, animals and plants went through 
various phases and eras. While the continents have been joined together as a 
single landmass, they gradually broke apart from each other. All things, irre-
spective of whether they are organic or inorganic, underwent a process of evo-
lution.287 It can be inferred that Satı followed the latest geological debates in 
scientific milieus around the world because his arguments about the history 
of earth are similar to Alfred Wegener’s well-known proposal of continental 
dri in .288 Geology provided an enormous range of evidence about the 
occurrence of evolution since scientists had unveiled many fossils from be-
tween strata. Influenced by geological findings, Satı favored the idea of evolu-
tion in organisms. 

Satı underscored the survival and reproduction of organisms.289 Human-
kind has to perform these duties. He attempted to understand human nature 
and concluded that the earth is like a battlefield. Organisms are “equipped” to 
struggle and always fight with each other and with nature itself. Furthermore, 
it was scientifically acknowledged and scientists paid much attention to it. is 
rule can be applied to humankind, which has excessive number of enemies in 
life. eir survival depends on this war. e reason humans won this war is 
because “their reason, intelligence, and the tools” that developed for their daily 
needs gave them an edge. Humans evolved and invaded all the corners of the 
earth.290 While outlining the nature of humankind and the relationship be-
tween nature and organisms, Satı indicated the impact of warfare on the de-
velopment of organisms. He touched neither on the superiority of the fittest 
organisms nor on that of unfit ones. 

e challenges that nature and organisms posed to humankind played a 
pivotal role in the development of human societies. eir reason and efforts 
to discover the methods to cope with the dangers that nature posed helped 
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them advance in history. It is remarkable that as civilization advanced, the in-
sistence of humankind on the discovery of nature increased because the in-
creasing numbers of humans on the earth meant intense relation among them, 
nature, and more hazardous living and non-living entities. In fact, Satı clari-
fied that knowledge of nature is highly beneficial for the survival of human-
kind. In order to cope with the challenges of nature, scientific knowledge can 
be regarded as a vital necessity. Satı always expressed admiration for “the nat-
ural sciences” as they helped social sciences and philosophy. He assumed that 
when they emulated scientific developments in “the natural sciences,” latter 
became real sciences. e research and the method of examination in “the 
natural sciences” spread the other sciences, including the social sciences, lead-
ing radical reforms.291 e influence of the natural sciences over the social sci-
ences is groundbreaking since its way of understanding nature and organisms 
indicated how scientific scrutiny should be carried out. From his point of view, 
observation and experiments in the natural sciences were something that the 
social sciences should take as an example. 

Satı embraced an organic understanding of societies, making an analogy 
between societies and organisms. He was deeply influenced by Herbert Spen-
cer. e discovery of the existence of cells corroborated this analogy, as it is 
apparent that there is no absolute independence between cells. In some simple 
organisms, the organic tie between the parts of a cell is weak, and some organs 
can survive even if the others disappear. For instance, if the articular organs of 
“grasshoppers” are pulled off, these organs “move for a while” and then “die.” 
Furthermore, societies are similar to organisms in terms of their genesis and 
foundation.292 Like Ahmet Şuayip and other intellectuals, Satı adopts an or-
ganic point of view from which to interpret society. He carries the intellectual 
codes of Ulûm-ı İktisadiyye ve İçtimaiyye Mecmuası, which attributed pivotal 
importance to Spencerian ideas. 
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..  Şemseddin Sami: Intellectual in the Pursuit of Human Sciences 

One of the most important Ottoman authors to contribute to the introduction 
of anthropology towards the end of the nineteenth century was Şemseddin 
Sami (-). He is the first author to mention natural history and had an 
extensive knowledge of culture. His studies of encyclopedias and dictionar-
ies293 proved his proficiency and indicates that he closely followed the Western 
scientific literature. At the time he lived, anthropology was in its first stage, 
and he introduced nascent anthropological information to Ottoman audience 
with his two remarkable books, İnsan (human) and Yine İnsan (once again 
human).294 He evaluated humankind and its spread across the world from a 
secular point of view. 

First of all, Şemseddin Sami attempted to define what a human being is. In 
terms of taxonomy, he considered humankind to be an animal but stressed 
distinctive peculiarities such as the capacity for “speech and comprehension.” 
On the other hand, the recognition of humankind as an animal is unfounded 
because these peculiarities are so awe-inspiring and unprecedented that no 
ordinary organism could have them. ose who accentuate the spiritual aspect 
of humankind put forward that this unique organism “arrived from a spiritual 
world” and to which it will depart aer a period. eir superiority results from 
their “distinctive and distinguishing features.” In spite of the small size of hu-
mans, it is “much more important” than all other organisms.295 While defining 
humankind, he tried to be meticulous and prudent since it is a sensitive issue 
in Muslim society. He was cognizant of the fact that completely spiritual or 
completely materialist interpretations of human nature do not provide the 
necessary insight to understand it. 

Şemseddin Sami combined secular and spiritual arguments to define hu-
man nature. Due to this attitude, he can be considered to be in straddling the 
fence. He highlighted that “humans are both “despicable animals” and 
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“unworldly souls belonging to a holy world.” ey are composed of both mat-
ter and soul.”296 To point out the material and spiritual aspects, he utilized the 
Koranic argument that “we created man from a clay and then breathed into 
him.” He concluded that humans are ordinary organisms, but their “reason 
and comprehension” make them “distinctive and distinguishing.” He indi-
cated both the defects and the perfection of this organism.297 If the conflicting 
approaches of religion and science are thoroughly examined, the fact that both 
of them are the same is noticeable. e origin of humankind from animals and 
their creation from “clay” are consistent with each other. Not only humankind 
but also animals are created of “clay.”298 It is possible to label his approach to 
the appearance of humankind on the earth as centrist since he neither rejected 
divine involvement in the world nor the material aspects of human life. In 
terms of the interpretation of human nature, he took no side in the war be-
tween science and religion. His main intent is to shed light on human beings 
in light of scientific knowledge without declaring a war on Islamic teachings. 
He avoided this war as much as possible even though there were a few excep-
tions. 

Şemseddin Sami touched on the relationship of humankind and animals, 
- a controversial issue - but he again remained prudent. From his point of view, 
claiming that humankind is an animal species requires “courage” because 
equating human beings with animals such as sheep and fish is insulting. Hu-
mans had some “distinctive” features, but there are many strong similarities 
between animals and human beings. Some animals like dogs have a high “level 
of discernment” similar to that of human beings.299 He bordered an ambigu-
ous line between these two organisms. 

Şemseddin Sami believed in the non-fixity of organisms. When organisms 
living in the various geological ages are examined, the existence of changes 
from age to age is “natural.” Some scientists noticed a species similar to hu-
mankind prior to the fourth geological age, but it is not possible “to call” them 
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human. ere are four types of apes that are “similar” to humans, namely, 
“orangutan, gorilla, chimpanzee, and gibbon.” When they existed, it was easy 
to distinguish them from other organisms, but distinguishing them with only 
their bones requires a painstaking effort due to the apparent similarities with 
human bones. Şemseddin Sami asserted that considering the humans living 
in the fourth geological to be one of the aforementioned apes is not reasonable. 
Although he accepts the physiological and anatomical similarities between 
humans and some apes, he opposed calling first humans as an animal.300 It can 
be inferred that he closely followed the debates on the origin of humans be-
cause the relationship of humans and animals became an issue of intense de-
bate in evolutionary biology in the nineteenth century. Şemseddin Sami might 
have read Darwin’s e Origin of Species or second literature about it. 

Şemseddin Sami believed in the evolution of species but objected to the 
notion that this biological process culminated in the appearance of new spe-
cies. Due to environmental conditions, organisms underwent some biological 
changes in the course of history. Human being were no “exception” to this 
biological process.301 In this respect, his approach to organic evolution is closer 
to Lamarckian than Darwinian theory of evolution. Lamarck asserted that ac-
quired physical characteristics passed to offspring, leading to the changes 
within the same species, but not the emergence of new species. 

According to Şemseddin Sami, it can be put forward that humans ap-
peared in the fourth geological era, but if the artifacts discovered in the soil 
are carefully analyzed, it is noticeable that the appearance of humankind is 
both new and old. Scientists discovered certain evidence about human life 
prior to the fourth geological era.302 At this point, he briefly mentioned the 
average life of humankind, refuting the claims that early humans lived thou-
sands of years because of a lack of “evidence.”303 It was impossible for humans 
to live so long at that time. Debates on age are important since he indirectly 
challenged the religious argument without reference to any holy book. In the 
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fourteenth verse of the al-‘Ankabut surah of the Koran, it is written that “We 
sent Noah out his people. He lived among them for fiy years short of a thou-
sand but when the Flood overwhelmed them they were still doing evil.”304 
Şemseddin Sami did not challenge this verse explicitly, avoiding its groundless 
argument about the ages of early humans. 

Aer deciding that the appearance of humankind occurred in the fourth 
geological era, he focused on the first humans, discussing monogenism and 
polygenism. While the former posits a common ancestry for all humans, the 
latter advocates descent from various types of ancestors. Monogenism is suit-
able for the teachings in religious books that tell the story of Adam and Eve. 
Polygenism, whose proponents were a group of naturalists, abstains from such 
religious interpretations and favors reasonable scientific explanations. He pre-
ferred to accept monogenism without hesitation, believing that all humans are 
the offspring of the same father and mother.305 He found the idea of various 
ancestors unreasonable and cited a verse from the Koran. Religious sources 
offer important knowledge explaining humankind. While seeking the answer 
to where first humans appeared, he stressed that science was incapable of 
providing an accurate answer.306 He appealed to both religious sources and to 
anthropologists who speculated on the place of origin. While some anthropol-
ogists pointed out to “a mountain located between China and India in,” an-
cient histories and holy books indicated a place close to India.307 Şemseddin 
Sami was mindful remaining in the otherworldly sphere and his anthropolog-
ical approach can be labeled as “agnostic” standpoint.308 

As mentioned earlier, he believed in the non-fixity of species due to envi-
ronmental reasons. He accentuated that their “colors and form” depend on 
these environmental conditions and humans are taxonomically classified. Hu-
mans, who had spread around the world, changed over the course of millions 
of years and arrived at “their present color and form” in the end. is fact is 
scientifically well proven and indisputable. Different environmental 
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conditions engendered different human beings, and this is a natural, inescap-
able fact. ose who try to refute it concentrate on “the slow” nature of this 
biological process. ey take black children born in Europe as an example 
proving that climate has no influence on humankind. ese opponents must 
have assumed that white babies would be born from black fathers aer a cou-
ple of generations. e environment had a direct influence on the colors of 
human beings.309 Şemseddin Sami tried to falsify such ideas, believing in the 
pivotal role of nature in the appearance of various types of humans. 

Şemseddin Sami offered valuable knowledge about five various types of 
human on earth, namely Caucasia, Mongol, black, American, and Malay. 
What is more, he paved the way for the introduction of phrenological310 stud-
ies that arose in . ese kinds of studies and “the cephalic index” were 
important for political reasons during the early Republican period.311 He paid 
more attention to the skull because the main, distinctive traits of humans were 
determined by the skull. He divided the skulls of humans into categories, 
namely dolichocephalic and brachycephalic meaning “long and short skull,” 
respectively.312 

Overall, Şemseddin Sami was neither positivist nor materialist. His main 
motivation was to understand the world in the light of modern scientific find-
ings, but in doing so, he did not move away from religious interpretations of 
nature and organisms. He was cognizant of the antitheological implications of 
the natural sciences. He le noticeable room for religion in the scientific in-
terpretation of nature. Even so, he made tremendous contributions to the pro-
motion of the idea of a dynamic earth and organisms in the Ottoman Empire 
by introducing recent anthropological and geological research in Europe.
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The Rise of Anti-Darwinism in the Ottoman Empire 

y , Islamic world was in a political and intellectual crisis.1 e idea 
of Islamism attempted to save Muslims from Western colonial rule and 

despotic rulers through rational methods. It covered not only political, but 
also intellectual and scientific issues.2 e reinstitution of constitution in the 
Ottoman Empire in  did not unfortunately finish the political crisis in the 
empire. e Islamist thinkers thought that even though this political regime 
was compatible with Islamic political theory, it did not bring about “a social 
and religious reform.”3 e relative freedom of the press, which remarkably 
emerged at the beginning of the Young Turk era (-), allowed the con-
flict between spiritualism and materialism to crystallize due to the rise in the 
number of books and journals. Evolutionary discussions were set into a phil-
osophical context and anti-Darwinism was a direct product of these philo-
sophical rather than scientific discussions. Anti-Darwinism should be put in 
the context of anti-materialism because it was regarded as a cornerstone of 
materialist ideas. e criticisms addressed to Darwinian theory were related 
to anti-materialist arguments. Ottomans’ encounter with this theory took 
place in the context of materialism. Many intellectuals thought that the 
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Ottoman Empire was being exposed to the so-called corrosive elements of 
Western influence, so Ottoman society needed to be defended against them. 
As the Ottoman state and society were witnessing a process of rapid change, 
these persons were afraid of its possible results. 

e main basis of the state and society had to be protected against Western 
influence. Otherwise, they could lose their identity. As some ideas imported 
from the West were dangerous, there had to be a different way to deal with the 
problems of this transformation. us, the motivations behind anti-Darwin-
ism were political, religious, and social. e stance of anti-Darwinist authors 
was not opposed to science since “the Ottoman relationship to European sci-
ence had traditionally been a very comfortable and sometimes even collabo-
rative one.” ey were generally enthusiastic about “the adoption of Western 
science.”4 Many Islamists in the empire oen stressed that “Islam is not a hin-
drance to progress.” It encourages progress, but not decline.5 

Intellectuals such as Celal Nuri and Abdullah Cevdet were in one camp, 
and ones like Şehbenderzade Ahmet Hilmi of Filiba and İsmail Fenni were in 
the other.6 e intellectuals in the latter group were outstanding representa-
tives of spiritualist philosophy.7 Spiritualism in the Ottoman Empire benefited 
from European science and philosophy in order “to bolster its main argu-
ments.” In fact, this philosophy was “a shelter for those who were troubled by 
the dangers of materialism and positivism” since it proposed ideas about the 
aerlife and the continuity of spirit and life.8 It can easily be argued that the 
intellectual legacy of these intellectuals le a tremendous, deep impact on the 
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birth of creationism in the modern sense, and they paved the way for the in-
troduction of the creationist movement in Turkey in the twentieth century. 

e intellectuals in the second group are epitomized by similar Islamic ed-
ucational and social backgrounds, but this does not imply opposition to mod-
ernization. In fact, they proposed a different modernization instead of a total 
Westernization. us, the conflict between modernity and tradition can be 
understated, because the main concern was the suitable appropriation of 
Western modernity in “a non-European setting.” From their point of view, 
there was no dichotomy between science and tradition. Rather than a total 
Westernization, a belief that a selective modernization would be more fruitful 
for both the state and society.9 eir approach to modernization was basically 
different from the notable proponents of Westernization such as Abdullah 
Cevdet and Kılıçzade Hakkı. First, a Muslim society had to avoid from “imi-
tation” (taklid) because it is impossible to create a society that imitated all as-
pects of Western culture so as to survive. For example, Said Halim Paşa, who 
was one of the remarkable ideologues of Islamism and a grand vizier in the 
Young Turk Era, disproved the appropriation of French sociology, moral phi-
losophy of Kant and Spencer, and English political theory since they could 
harm the social fabric of Muslim society.10 

is chapter illustrates their challenge to the spread of evolutionary the-
ory. A close reading and their studies is necessary to grasp their attitudes to-
ward the idea of evolution. Importantly, philosophical and religious challenge 
they developed was to biological evolution rather than to the evolution of 
other things like society or language. 

§ .  Evolution and the Fight against Materialism 

A number of authors challenged evolution in anti-materialist context, namely, 
Mehmed Emin Feyzi, İsmail Fenni (Ertuğrul), Şehbenderzade Filibeli Ahmed 
Hilmi, and Said Nursi (Bediüzzaman). e first one was Mehmet Emin Feyzi, 
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born in  in today’s Iraq. Aer receiving Rüşdiye (junior high school) and 
İdadi (high school) educations in Suleymaniyah and Bagdad, respectively, he 
moved to Istanbul to study in the Military School. In the course of his life, he 
served as a teacher in military schools and as a member of the martial court 
(Divan-ı Harb).11 He was extremely conservative and in his autobiography, 
Eser-i Hayat-ı Feyzi (the work of Feyzi’s life), he expressed his gratefulness to 
God for his being pious and a believer (mümin).12 When he died is unknown, 
but it was aer he wrote this autobiographic work in .13 

Feyzi’s main fight is with materialist thinking, and he considered evolu-
tionary theory as a source of materialism. In the post-war years, a remarkable 
number of writings on dialectical materialism were published in journals such 
as Kurtuluş (salvation) and Aydınlık (illumination). e communists were pre-
paring for a communist revolution, and the political conjuncture aer  
was comparatively favorable to the spread of dialectical materialism in Tur-
key.14 What makes Emin Feyzi prominent in anti-Darwinian thought is his 
ideas on materialism. In , he wrote İlim ve İrade (science and will) and 
criticized materialist thought severely. He claimed that this kind of thought 
was based on scientific foundations and that their ideas “conflicted” with Is-
lam itself. In fact, his basic aim is “to refute materialist teachings by pointing 
out the false ideas of its thinkers.”15 What is more, he was so certain of his own 
ideas that he asserted their inevitable victory by science and belief. “Material-
ists will never prove their claims, they will always face debacle in the face of 
faith and science.”16 In the aforementioned book, he tried to place his view on 
a scientific foundation and mentioned the beginning of life and the natural 
law that led the first generation of organisms. However, as he was unsure of 
this natural law, he emphasized a number of thinkers such as Christian 
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Gottfried Ehrenberg and Moritz Wagner. In the end, he concluded that “due 
to supernatural conditions that appeared during the making of the earth and 
a mix of various matter, life emerged.”17 Feyzi emphasized that divine law was 
behind the beginning of life.18 

Emin Feyzi emphasized that materialists had no teleological interpreta-
tion. at is, materialists accepted teleological aspect for either living or non-
living beings in order to reject the existence of a creator. From his point of 
view, the lack of a teleological perspective in a philosophical approach is an 
essential problem.19 Whatever exists in the world has a special goal in the di-
vine order. He used the example of an automobile in which many parts were 
assembled. All the parts used in the production of the automobile have a spe-
cific “task” and play a primary role in the “motion” of the vehicle. e fact that 
the benefit of all these parts was taken into consideration prior to its “produc-
tion” is proof of “intelligence.”20 He added that just as there exists intelligence 
in the production of “an automobile,” the same is true for the creation of “an-
imals.” e origin of animals and their bodies are “the work of an absolute 
creator.” All of them materialized within the frame of certain laws and order.21 

Supposing that nature is the leading actor behind the origin and the bio-
logical diversity of organisms is wrong since God created them, not nature 
itself. “Ignorant” thinkers regard nature as a “superstition” agent in the mak-
ing of organisms. Nature lost its “original meaning” and became “a supply of 
demagogy.”22 e replacement of God with nature and non-religious dis-
course on the origin and diversity of organisms were unacceptable. Materialist 
thinkers are “extravagant and ignorant” as they embrace nature as a “creator,” 
and thus they are “sinners.”23 God’s involvement cannot be rejected and the 
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transfer of divine powers to nature is unreasonable. Replacement of God with 
nature is incompatible with Islamic teachings. 

Another intellectual who fulminated against materialist thinkers was İs-
mail Fenni (-), who le many valuable works on philosophy. He was 
born in Tarnova, today a city in north-central Bulgaria, where he received his 
primary and secondary education and simultaneously took Arabic and ac-
counting lessons. Moreover, because of musical training and having learned 
to violin and zither, he composed music and wrote poetry in the later years of 
his life. His family was one of the notable families of Tarnova, and his parents 
paid strict attention to his education from his early childhood. Because of the 
Russian occupation during the Russo-Turkish War (-), he and his 
brother moved to Istanbul and became an officer in the Maliye Nezareti (Min-
istry of Finance).24 “He graduated from the Lisan Mektebi (Language School)” 
and took lessons from an English teacher. He served as a member in various 
units in the state and became the accountant of this ministry in . He re-
tired in order to have “sufficient time to write” in . During “his thirty-
eight-year period of retirement,” he wrote approximately twenty books, in-
cluding unpublished ones and he died in . As he never married due to 
“chronic stomach problems,” he dedicated himself to “writing, playing instru-
ments, and composing music.” “He lived a reclusive, modest life.”25 

Unlike Mehmet Emin Feyzi, İsmail Fenni elaborated on why he opposed 
evolutionary theories by using various kinds of evidence ranging from geology 
to biology. Hilmi Ziya Ülken calls him a modern Islamic philosopher and sup-
porter of the unity of being (Vahdet-i Vücut). İsmail Fenni believed that the 
world descended from the existence of God. He derived his philosophy from 
his religious belief, and proving the existence of god was the basis of his phi-
losophy. Due to his philosophical understanding, it is possible to regard him 
as a “pantheist” although he rejected this word.26 

İsmail Fenni wrote on evolution mainly in Maddiyun Mezhebinin İzmihlali 
(e collapse of materialist doctrine) and the dictionary, Lügatçe-i Felsefe (dic-
tionary of philosophy). In these works, he mentioned and introduced both 
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Darwin and Lamarck. He did not reject the notion of evolution altogether and 
even favored applying the notion to inorganic matter, which is subject to evo-
lution. He wished a teleological evolution, which was in accordance with Is-
lamic teaching. He denied the existence of haphazard mechanism in nature.27 
In addition, in the dictionary of philosophy, he explained and defined Dar-
win’s views, Darwinism, evolution, and evolutionism…etc. at is, he intro-
duced the idea of evolution and those who asserted it as a theory. He fulmi-
nated against materialist thinkers because he assumed that they “exploited” 
evolution to prove their non-teleological ideas. ey removed evolution from 
its “original context” even though both Darwin and Lamarck accepted the ex-
istence of God. What materialists do is to corroborate their atheist worldview 
and superstitious beliefs through Darwinian and Lamarckian theories.28 Even 
though “Charles Darwin timidly proposed his theory,” those who denied the 
existence of God hastened to benefit from his theory and find a biological basis 
for their doctrine. ey even “went a step further.”29 

Şehbenderzade Filibeli Ahmed Hilmi (-) is another thinker advo-
cating spiritualist philosophy during the late period of the Ottoman Empire. 
Until the end of his primary education, he stayed in Filiba (called Plovdiv in 
Bulgaria) where he was born in . Later, he moved to Istanbul and received 
education at Mekteb-i Sultani (Galatasaray High School). Aer , he 
started to work for the Düyun-ı Umumiye (Ottoman Public Debt Administra-
tion) and this institution sent him to Beirut. But he eventually ran away to 
Egypt for “a political reason.” When he returned to Istanbul in , “he was 
exiled to Fezzan,” the southwestern region of present-day Libya, and he de-
voted his energies to Islamic research. Owing to “the declaration of constitu-
tion,” he returned to Istanbul again and “published a weekly newspaper” 
called İttihad-ı İslam (Islamic Union) where he wrote articles in “a plain, flow-
ing style.” Although the government banned this journal, he continued to 
write articles for other periodical publications such as İkdam and Tasvir-i 
Ear. In , he established a publishing house and published a new journal, 
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Hikmet (wisdom), by which he received moderate fame because its issues were 
distributed to different regions in the Islamic world.30 Before his sudden, un-
expected death in , he had given “the course of philosophy” in Darülfunun 
(Ottoman University). Even though he has no formal Islamic education, he 
made an enormous effort to spread Islamic ideas. His works and ideas are crit-
ically important for understanding the conflict between spiritualism and ma-
terialism.31 

Actually, Ahmed Hilmi was a typical Young Turk and shared characteris-
tics in common with other members of this movement, but the similarities 
ended when it came to religion and faith. Ahmed Hilmi was not a classical 
religious man. “Positivist, materialist, and antireligious” ideas had a deep im-
pact on many Young Turk intellectuals, and he even “stopped practicing his 
faith for a while.” But later, feeling “to fill the void in his mind and soul,” he 
embraced faith anew. Since he was extremely uncomfortable with “the antire-
ligious leanings” among members of the Young Turks, “he sought to reorient 
it on an Islamic path.”32 

With respect to his ideas on evolution, his studies contain evolutionary 
interpretations. Hilmi believed that societies underwent a process of evolu-
tion, which was an undeniable fact. “e salvation” of Muslim societies re-
quired developments in “natural sciences and education.” eMuslims dis-
proved the results of natural sciences or disliked them.33 He wished the 
Muslims to learn the developments in natural sciences, but he was opposed to 
the application of Darwinian theory to society since social Darwinism 
brought social debacles to humanity. He thought that the Darwinian princi-
ples of struggle for existence and natural selection were decontextualized and 
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were used for European aggression. ese principles were replaced with “reli-
gious and moral rules.”34 

His philosophical view is beyond the scope of this dissertation, but in or-
der to understand his ideas on evolution, it is necessary to read between the 
lines of his philosophical writings. “e struggle against materialists, positiv-
ists, and the advocates of scientism became a mainstay of Ahmed Hilmi’s 
agenda.” Instead of accusing them of blasphemy, he sought “to denounce his 
materialist and positivist adversaries with philosophical critiques mainly bor-
rowed from European thought.”35 is was the best way, he thought, to refute 
materialist, positivist, and scientist arguments. 

According to Ahmet Hilmi, there are five main philosophical doctrines, 
namely spiritualism, materialism, positivism, criticism, and evolutionism. 
Even though the last, evolutionism, is much more scientific than the others, it 
is based on unprovable principles.36 His writings are remarkable on this point: 
he rarely touched on the issue of biological evolution, perhaps because his 
knowledge of it was insufficient, and instead mobilized his efforts to fight an-
tireligious ideas like materialism. His comments about evolution, Darwin, and 
Lamarck are relatively short in comparison. 

One important note is that even though Ahmed Hilmi favored the term 
evolution, he opposed evolutionist philosophy since it made sense with other 
philosophical ideas. In other words, he claims that none of the philosophical 
doctrines (spiritualism, materialism, positivism, criticism, and evolutionism), 
are accurate; “an eclectic philosophy” is more acceptable. Ahmed Hilmi es-
poused a “sufistic” philosophy based on the unity of being” (vahdet-i vücut). 
“ere is an eternal being, its unchanging aspect is God, and his appearances 
and changing images is the world.”37 Ahmet Hilmi argued that God did not 
make the world out of nothing, and he was therefore against religious 
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ontological interpretations. What God did is to make something “visible” 
from invisibility, not to make something out of nothing. Beings in the world 
appear by “divine act,” and complete creation means making them “visible.”38 

Said Nursi (Bediüzzaman) held a remarkable position with respect to the 
relation of Islam to modernity and science. He lived in an era of transition and 
witnessed the birth of a new world and a new country: the Republic of Turkey. 
His life story is “exceptional” because he was born into a village of the province 
of Bitlis in , one of the poorest areas of the Ottoman Empire. “He was en-
dowed with an unusual intelligence and rare wisdom that he used to enhance 
the religious and intellectual foundations of a popular movement that came to 
be seen by the secularist state as its archenemy.”39 He attended a madrasa un-
der the direction of ulama and sufi shayks, and in his youth, “he continued his 
education independently, first by memorizing all of the standard works of the 
Islamic sciences.” Apart from books of the Islamic science, he read a large 
number of books ranging from chemistry to geography.40 Presumably, he must 
have been cognizant of the findings of the modern sciences and the insuffi-
ciency of education in madrasa. 

In , he went to Istanbul to get “official support” for Medreset’üz-Zehra, 
a university that he dreamed of establishing. His arrival in the capital allowed 
him the opportunity to manifest his thoughts and abilities to other scholars 
there.41 Aer victory in the Turkish War of Independence, he found himself at 
odds with the leaders of the new regime in Ankara and withdrew entirely from 
public life. During the Republican regime, he spent his life in different Anato-
lian cities, either in exile or in prison. When he was exiled in Anatolia, he had 
the chance to spread his thought to local people. e coming to the power of 
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the Democratic Party (-) meant “the restrictions” on his works and 
“movement” were “lied,” the number of its readers and students expanded.42 

As the old world system was collapsing, threating Islamic values and Mus-
lim societies, he tried to “reinterpret Islam given current conditions” and to 
escape the threats to which Muslim societies were exposed. He focused on 
individuals and paved the way for the emergence of “a movement of faith” that 
attempted to convey “the message of Koran” to people. To do so, he published 
many works, collectively known the Risale-i Nur (epistle of light).43 Actually, 
what he thought about evolution must be learned indirectly since his main 
fight was with materialist, not directly with proponents of evolutionary theo-
ries. e basic aim of his work Tabiat Risalesi (epistle of nature) is to prove the 
existence and unity of God removing the hazards of atheism. Aer the victory 
of the “Islam army” against Greece in , he noticed that a movement of 
faithlessness was about to step into action in Ankara to take root among be-
lievers. He wrote in Turkish, not Arabic, in order that as many people as pos-
sible would read the epistle.44 In a letter he wrote to the deputies of assembly, 
he stressed that only “religion and heart” had the capacity to revive Muslims. 
“Reason and science” were futile in their progress.45 

Perhaps, Said Nursi strongly suspected aggressiveness of the secular polit-
ical system in future. As a result, he was uncomfortable with anti-religious 
voices that explicitly appeared aer the establishment of the Republican re-
gime. He thought that a secular regime would increase the capacity of materi-
alist thought to entrench itself in Muslim society. He thought of his writings 
as ghazi46 because he was fighting atheism.47 From his point of view, the build-
ing of a state by statesmen who entertained positivist and materialist thoughts 
would threaten the dynamics of Muslim society. Yet, his understanding of 
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Islam was not static. In fact, “Said Nursi was well aware of the importance of 
keeping Islamic tradition alive in the modern era.” It was a serious question 
that Muslim societies would have to solve. He was a proponent of a “rap-
prochement between the Christian West and Islam” since he thought that “Is-
lam was not an island” and needed to have “interaction with other worldviews 
and communities.” On this point, he considered Islam a “faith,” not a political 
agenda. Said Nursi is therefore different from other Islamic thinkers such as 
Muhammad Iqbal, Sayyid Qutb, and Hasan Benna who were in pursuit of Is-
lam as a form of politics. “He was no longer interested in politics as a means 
of safeguarding Islam.”48 

As mentioned above, Said Nursi’s thoughts about evolution can be in-
ferred from his work, Tabiat Risalesi (epistle of nature), in which he summa-
rized his approach to nature, though he referred to neither Darwin nor his 
theory. As mentioned above, his aim is to refute the ideas of materialist think-
ers who use evolution to bolster their materialist worldview. In other words, 
he did not “explicitly discuss” Darwin’s theory to explain “order in the 
world.”49 Ideas like evolution eliminate God’s involvement in creation and 
substitute the rule of the universe and God with nature as the main actor in 
the world. For a pious Muslim person, acceptance of scientific theories might 
be an antireligious act. For this reason, Said Nursi tried to reconcile science 
and religion since he was aware of the importance of the natural sciences as 
well as their probable danger to Muslims.50 However, he did not see these two 
fields as equal: science is inferior to religion. 

His approach to natural issues was to analyze them within the scope of 
kalam (Islamic scholastic theology). erefore, his arguments about nature 
were based on reasoning rather than scientific findings or direct observation. 
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He never mentioned scientific theories like the evolutionary ones of Darwin 
or Lamarck. He argued that “nature itself is a complement of rules and laws 
formed by God… it is unacceptable that divine works descended from na-
ture.”51 Attributing creation to nature is to associate others with God, which is 
a significant sin in Islam. In fact, nature itself is the product of divine will and 
it has neither the power nor will to rule. God has a monopoly on the creation 
and the rule of the universe.52 Nature itself is proof of the existence of God. 
According to Said Nursi, Muslims sometimes absentmindedly use words pro-
moting atheism. In order to protect them from this, he analyzed and criticized 
three ways of thinking. He is opposed to the desacralization of nature and or-
ganisms. 

To begin with, reasons create organisms and matter, which he called evce-
detü’l-esbab (the invention of reasons). He thought that attributing what hap-
pens in the world to reasons is meaningless and gives an example of pharmacy. 
He claimed that suppose there is a “pharmacy” where hundreds of “jars” of 
chemical substances are available. If one needs “a medicine,” there must be a 
will to decide which substances are to be mixed and what amount should be 
used. ere must be an able actor to prepare this “medicine,” and there can be 
no “medicine” without him. at is, it cannot be prepared with “randomly” 
selected substances.53 

With this analogy, he emphasized the necessity of a creator in the world, 
refuting the idea of a haphazard mechanism in nature. Second, Muslims some-
times think that organisms and matter are outcomes of spontaneous pro-
cesses, which he called teşekkele binefsihi (self-formation). Nursi attacked this 
way of thinking.54 He stressed the perfection of the human “body” by likening 
it to “a wonderful palace with  domes.” “In each dome of this palace, 
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stones are aligned and remain suspended in the air.”55 e human “body” is 
even “astonishing” than these stone domes.56 In fact, like many others, Nursi 
uses “the perfection of the human body” to prove the existence of a super nat-
ural power. 

ird, Said Nursi emphasized the capacity of nature to create organisms 
and matter, which he called iktezathü’t tabiat (natural entailment). Blind 
agents, nature, or forces have no capacity to create and have no ability to think. 
Just as the sun’s reflection and appearance on the earth are its direct outcome, 
organisms on earth are that of God. He told a story about why nature cannot 
be a creator 

In a lonely desert, a too savage man entered a magnificent palace dec-
orated with the all artifacts of the civilization… He started thinking, 
saying that an insider entirely built this palace without foreign inter-
vention… en, he saw a notebook containing information about con-
struction schedule, a fihrist of construction materials, and its admin-
istrative laws… As he completely associated the palace to the 
notebook, he turned his primitiveness into empty talks of fools, 
drunks, saying that it was this notebook that built, ruled, and deco-
rated … this palace.57 

ose who attribute the power of creation to the nature itself are like “the sav-
age man in the palace.” By telling this story, what Said Nursi tried to do was 
reveal insufficient capacity for reasoning. From his point of view, nature itself 
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is “an art but not an artist, a mural but not a muralist … a law but not a law-
giver.”58 

Said Nursi was not opposed to the natural sciences, but he advocated a 
science that does not contradict Islamic teachings. He was cognizant not only 
of the benefits of science and technology, but also their potential dangers for 
Muslims.59 To him, religion and science are not equal; the former is “superior” 
to the latter. Neither science nor philosophy can replace religion because their 
powers are limited to this world, while religion covers both earthly and eternal 
life. Science is “compliment” to religion and in need of it. Nursi pointed out 
that “even though positive sciences claim to be superior to religion, they do 
not have the names of Allah.” Furthermore, “science is unable to create even 
a fly, which has a simple form in comparison to other organisms.”60 Actually, 
Said Nursi emphasized the irreplaceability of religion by comparing God and 
science in terms of creating capacity. us, his understanding of science is 
fundamentally various from that of positivists. When considering the dis-
course, he used in his epistles, science and especially the natural sciences pos-
sess a remarkable position because he tried to underpin his arguments with 
reference to nature. 

His stance favors the principle “science for religion,” since the basic aim 
of science, he argued, is to strengthen religion rather than to find the secrets 
of the earth. Science explains the environment in which human beings live, 
and in doing so, it must touch on creation. Without religion, science is dan-
gerous for humanity. “e positivist understanding of science leads to atheism 
and deviance,” but espousing only Islam is insufficient for a strong faith. Mod-
ern, Islamic education constitutes optimum channels to save Muslims from 
ignorance since “classical Islamic education” has difficulty providing modern 
scientific knowledge.61 Believers should fulfill their duties and know God with 
the help of science. Said Nursi was in favor of the appropriation of science in 
an Islamic setting. 
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e essential point of Said Nursi’s thought about nature is the creation and 
governance of the world by God. He made an effort to refute those who deny 
the existence of God with reference to nature. What Said Nursi tried is “to 
prevent the introduction of materialist thinking into Islamic culture.” On this 
point, “the revival of Islamic legacy of Turks” was a necessary step to overcome 
materialist thought.62 ere are many Quranic verses stating that species 
emerged owing to the divine creation that neither organisms nor matters are 
eternal, and God gave rise to them. God has two ways to create. e first is to 
make something of nothing. For him, this is the providential work of God. e 
second is to reshape matter so that it has a new essence.63 If an organism has a 
perfect order and precise balance in its body, this is a remarkable indication of 
its creation by God. Everyone must consider that this organism is the handi-
work of a mighty creator because chaotic conditions cannot create such a spec-
tacular organism.64 

His legacy was the pioneer of an Islamic creationism that would flourish 
beginning in the s when Islam would become a dominant factor in soci-
ety. In particular, the Nurculuk movement, which was established by his fol-
lowers, played a leading role having founded nationwide and worldwide edu-
cational institutions like private schools. is community felt uncomfortable 
with the teaching of evolution in schools, and wished that courses like biology 
should be taught by teachers faithful to Islamic religion. It started to establish 
schools and test preparatory school (dersane) across the country and became 
an important actor in Turkish education. ey served as an influential anti-
evolution lobby in the late twentieth century. is community started publish-
ing a journal entitled Sızıntı (rivulet) in  in which religious arguments 
about the origin of organisms were delivered. In addition, teachers belonging 
to this community prepared “alternative biology” books.65 ey mounted a 
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strong campaign against evolution not only in schools, but also in the media 
to prove that the nature is an indicator of the existence of God. 

§ .  e Refusal of Evolution 

Aer criticizing materialism, some of the aforementioned intellectuals fo-
cused on the refusal of evolution. Emin Feyzi stressed the non-existence of 
teleological approach among materialist thinkers, concentrating on the evolu-
tionary theories of both Darwin and Lamarck. Again, he scrutinized their 
works in terms of “divine teleology”. Actually, the theistic interpretation of the 
universe requires teleological explanations for many subjects ranging from na-
ture to society. He reached the conclusion that Lamarckian evolutionary the-
ory is based on “adaptation to surrounding,” while Darwinian theory advo-
cates “mechanical coincidences” in order to understand “the world of 
organisms.” erefore, since Darwinian evolutionary theory conflicts with 
“divine science and will,” it is not a fruitful method for comprehending nature. 
Emin Feyzi found Lamarckian theory favorable since it provided a proper con-
text to consider “the world of the organisms” from a teleological point of 
view.66 Nevertheless, this does not mean that Feyzi supported Lamarck, simply 
that he regarded Lamarck lesser evils. 

Emin Feyzi criticized both Lamarck and Darwin by citing the example of 
the origin of “birds.” He examined the reasons why “lizards” do not evolve 
into “birds” and concluded that the environment in which “lizards” lived can-
not be an actor in the making of “wings” since it has no ability to create an 
organ within the body. In addition, he stigmatized as “mad” those who argue 
that birds grew “wings” by jumping in the course of time. He added that if an 
organism is not created to fly, it is not possible to accept that it could fly by 
jumping and running. Both necessity and task are worthless in the making of 
wings. Later, he started to question the Darwinian view of the origin of birds. 
If a lizard is unfit to adapt to its environment, it becomes extinct, it does not 
evolve. Instead of growing wing, lizards have much stronger legs. Life struggle 
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does not lead to the appearance of a new species. Remarkably, maybe ironi-
cally, he used the principle of survival of the fittest to attack to the Darwinian 
explanation.67 In doing so, he tried to prove the weakness of Darwinian evo-
lutionary theory. Furthermore, he accused Darwin of forming evolutionary 
theory to refuse “the creation of man from clay.”68 erefore, he did not believe 
in the scientific motivation behind Darwin’s effort. 

Aer the explaining on why birds did not originate from lizards, Feyzi 
continued to focus on winged animals. He attempted to disprove the claim 
that “some birds near the North Pole, resembling chickens, dive into the water 
to find food and obtained webbed feet in the course of time - becoming new 
species - like ducks and geese.”69 Yet, his opposition to this claim is superficial 
and rudimentary; he only attributed the making of webbed feet to divine 
power. He did not account for them comprehensively. 

Emin Feyzi accepted that the environment where a species lived is influ-
ential, but it could not lead to the formation of a new species. For example, 
sunlight darkens hair, while damp air helps both hair to grow. e influence 
of environmental conditions is limited to this, and it cannot transform one 
organ into another. What is more, he overlooked the physiological and the 
anatomical reaction of organism to environmental factors and asserted that 
the same environment has to bring about the same results. He said 

though both horse and cattle eat grass and live in the same climate and 
environment, the former has a single hoof, the latter has a cloven 
hoof… Horses were created for running very much… cattle are given 
cloven hooves only to step properly. 70 
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is is why they have various toes. He added that Darwin’s idea is incorrect 
since “species remain the same” even if they undergo a profound change in 
the course of time. Its change or differentiation does not lead to “the emer-
gence of a new species,” and evolution does not take place.71 

Emin Feyzi alleged that during the creation of the organs of the body, their 
use and purpose are taken into consideration. e organs serve certain pur-
poses. In fact, this is “compatible” with Darwin’s views, but Darwin’s mistake 
is “the consideration of nature” as the main actor in the making of organisms. 
Darwin thought that nature had the capability of “motion, activity, and con-
sciousness,” by arguing that it selected the useful organs in accordance with 
the purposes of a species. One of Emin Feyzi’s criticisms was concerned with 
the sexual selection. Like the principle of natural selection, sexual selection 
does not lead to the emergence of a new species. e capacity of this kind of 
selection is limited, and the only thing it can do is “to improve the sexual fea-
tures of a given species.”72 He examined the main pillars of Darwinian evolu-
tion and found it scientifically unreliable. 

In his book, Emin Feyzi touched on the conflicting aspects of the Darwin-
ian and Lamarckian views to refuse the idea of evolution of organisms, sug-
gesting that there should be unity among the ideas of those who advocate evo-
lution. Although Lamarck accepted both “useful” and even “harmful” organs 
in the bodies of organisms, Darwin embraced the idea of natural selection. 
Again, while Lamarck accepted that “giraffe eat the leaves of tall trees as its 
neck is long.”73 Darwin rejected this idea arguing nature’s role in the selection 
of long-necked giraffes due to their apparent advantage in finding food over 
short-necked ones.74 ese conflicting ideas illuminate the incoherence of 
evolution and the conundrum of the evolutionist.75 Feyzi believed that mate-
rialists’ goals are to prove the absence of God and undermine the reliability of 
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religions. ey “invented theories” in accordance with these goals. “All hap-
penings in universe are art works of the almighty creator.”76 

As a religious man, Mehmet Emin Feyzi believed in the invalidity of evo-
lutionary theories and tried to refuse their basic principles, using religious ar-
guments, indicating points that he regarded incoherent. He always believed in 
the God’s involvement in the world. He was cognizant of the antitheological 
implications of evolutionary theories, and as a result, his ideas can be inter-
preted as a safeguard against these theories. 

İsmail Fenni (Ertuğrul) also criticized evolution. His criticisms to the idea 
of organic evolution can be classified into five categories. First, İsmail Fenni, 
like Emin Feyzi, supported teleological explanations for the origin of species 
and thus rejected any contingency in the creation of organisms. e argument 
that human beings emerged as a product of contingencies is “fallacious,” and 
nature itself was no capable of selecting humans. İsmail Fenni gave the exam-
ple of the reproduction of organisms and claimed that they have to find mates 
of the same organism to reproduce. If “any change” takes place to its body, it 
would need to find an organism that had undergone “the same change” for a 
new species could emerge. In fact, all the anatomical and physiological pecu-
liarities had to be the same for the reproduction of two organisms. Coinci-
dence is not a determining factor, and organisms cannot find mates without 
the help of God.77 Any coincidental change in a member of a species has to 
take place in another member of the same species for that new species to per-
sist through reproduction.78 

While explaining the reproduction of organisms, he does not speak of the 
principle of sexual selection. Indeed, his criticism with respect to the repro-
duction of organisms is based on reasoning rather than a questioning of sexual 
selection in light of scientific findings in biology and other disciplines. Even 
though he received an education from the Lisan Mektebi (Language School) 
and took English lessons79 he may not have read e Origin of Species and e 
Descent of Man. He probably learned biological evolution by reading the 
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secondary literature on the biological evolution and the works of materialist 
thinkers. Human beings would observe the process that some species evolved 
a change in nature. 

Second, İsmail Fenni was suspicious of the duration required for evolu-
tion. He thought that if some species obtained a kind of qualification in case 
of environmental “change,” human beings could observe this process. In fact, 
he supposed that if nature had the capacity to bring about a new species we 
would have chance to observe it.80 As the age of the earth was just  million 
years, there had not been enough time for the evolution of species to take 
place.81 In other words, he recognized the reality that there had to have been a 
billion year for evolution and those geological findings contradicted biological 
ones. While studying on evolution, Charles Darwin got preoccupied with this 
issue82 since for evolution to take place, it would require a much longer time 
period than  million years. İsmail Fenni seems to have followed the latest 
discussions in geology about the age of earth, which was a hotly debated issue 
among scientists at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth 
centuries. Nevertheless, İsmail Fenni was aware of nature’s influence on spe-
cies and did not reject it. He said, 

It is a fact that the rabbits in the temperate climates of northern and 
central France are stronger, taller, and darker compared with the ones 
living southern France and the rabbits of Mediterranean climate in 
general. When rabbits in Africa are considered, it was stated that Al-
gerian rabbits are not even half size of European rabbits…However, 
observations show that this influences is not strong enough for trans-
forming a species into another species.83 
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Lamarck himself did not recognize nature as an agent that leads to changes in 
organisms, and he claimed that there had to be necessity for the making of 
new organs.84 

is does not mean İsmail Fenni supported Lamarckian evolutionary the-
ory. What he tried to do was to refute the idea of evolution by comparing the 
views of outstanding evolutionary scientists. Moreover, he opposed the La-
marckian understanding of the making of new organs in body because the 
idea that the needs of an organism could create new organs within its body 
was irrational.85 

ird, İsmail Fenni questioned the instincts of animals, criticizing the 
Darwinian view that instincts come about through a “coincidental, and grad-
ual” process. He said that regardless of how oen animals exhibit a behavior, 
it is not possible for acquired traits “to pass on to offspring.” Instincts did not 
“gradually” emerge and perfectly existed “from the beginning.”86 On this 
point, İsmail Fenni did not evaluate Darwinian evolutionary theory on the 
merits of principles like natural selection and ignored the argument that na-
ture itself eliminates animals whose traits do not bring them any advantage 
for survival and reproduction. Some of his criticisms are based on reasoning, 
not only on religious sources. 

Fourth, İsmail Fenni emphasized that fossils do not provide proof of evo-
lution since some in the uppermost strata of the earth belong not only to sim-
ple, but also “complex organisms.”87 erefore, from his point of view, it can-
not be argued that all organisms in the world evolved from simple to complex 
forms. ere is no direct relationship between fossils that have been found and 
the arguments for evolution. Actually, he was aware of the fact that geological 
findings provided one of the most important proofs for evolution, and missing 
fossils of an organism led to complicated problems. Today’s creationists oen 
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accuse evolutionists of not having the necessary fossils to support their theo-
ries. From their point of view, the co-existence of the fossils of complex and 
simple species disproves the idea of biological evolution. 

For his fih and last criticism, İsmail Fenni mentioned the idea of a com-
mon ancestor, one of the hotly debated points of evolutionary theory. e 
claim that human beings and monkeys have a common ancestor is a serious 
problem since human beings are deemed a special organism. Having a com-
mon ancestor with an animal implies the dethronement of humans from the 
center of the universe. He compared two animals to refute the idea of a com-
mon ancestor. While a “parrot” can speak aer a little education, monkeys, 
which is said to be a close relative of humans, cannot say even a single word. 
Later, he emphasized a difference between humans and monkeys, comparing 
their newborn babies. He pointed out that monkeys always act with their “in-
stincts” and that aer “a short period” their newborn babies are able “to meet 
their own needs.” It takes respectively “long time for newborn humans” to 
meet their own needs. Furthermore, “the newborns of monkeys” are much 
“stronger” those of humans. is reality does not result from the fact that hu-
mans show affection for their babies, because monkeys have affection for their 
babies, too. Affection and caring for them does not mean rearing weak babies. 
In fact, the differences between their babies proves the reality that humans and 
monkeys are distinct organisms.88 Fearing its materialist implications, he was 
opposed to the idea of a common ancestor, which devalued humankind. He 
argued that claiming that humans descended from animals is an evil idea. It 
jeopardizes the foundations of “friendship” and “fraternity” among humans. 
ese evil ideas lead humans to forget their value as human beings - their du-
ties and responsibilities - and increases “poverty and disaster instead of en-
hancing their welfare” Scientific progress must be for sake of humans, but evo-
lutionary theory degrades them to the level of “quadruple animals.”89 

Like many anti-Darwinists, İsmail Fenni believed that humans should not 
consider themselves a developed form of monkey; they have been placed over 
animals. us, humans should make the best of their place, be conscious of 
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their “honor,” not live “senselessly” as if they were “quadrupeds” and bear in 
mind that of all the organisms of the world, human beings have a unique char-
acter and a special mission.90 In fact, he believes in the superiority of humans 
over other organisms. İsmail Fenni feared the moral and social implications 
of evolution since it displaced humans from their exalted position, which was 
a common fear among opponents of evolutionary theories. 

Apart from Mehmed Emin Feyzi and İsmail Fenni, Ahmed Hilmi at-
tempted to refute various pillars of biological evolution. Since his main fight 
was against materialism, he strongly criticized Ernst Haeckel, one of the most 
important sources of materialist thought in the late period of the Ottoman 
Empire and an influential intellectual among many members of the Young 
Turks. Haeckel played a leading role in the introduction of materialism in the 
Ottoman Empire due to his comprehensive physiological views. 

Ahmed Hilmi’s ideas about evolution became more apparent in his book 
Allah’ı İnkar Mümkün müdür? (Is the denial of God possible?). e focal point 
of his criticism is the evolutionary ideas of Haeckel rather than those of Dar-
win and Lamarck. From his point of view, the implications of evolutionary 
theories might lead to “the denial of a creator” and “materialist intellectuals 
exploit their theories to bolster their philosophies.”91 His criticism of Haeckel 
is put together of a number of common points. First of all, Haeckel’s explana-
tion of the origin of human beings by dividing the development into phases is 
wrong because there is no intermediate form “between protoplasm and fish.” 
Indeed, the lack of necessary fossil evidence disconfirms his idea of gradual 
evolution. e essential points of Haeckel’s ideas are based on “supposition” 
rather than scientific observation or experimentation. “He provides so explicit 
information about customs and eating habits of imaginary and nonexistent 
ape which he called anthropoid that they were friends for many years.”92 
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Second, Ahmed Hilmi questioned the intellectual capacity of Ernst Haeckel, 
concluding that he had an intermediate level of intelligence and discernment 
and that he pursued a reputation. He thought that Haeckel told lies to per-
suade his audiences. For instance, in one of his books, he showed a picture of 
gibbon (biologically categorized as ape) as an example of monkey. In addition, 
he made changes to “a picture of a bat” and presented it as a different animal. 
In fact, Ahmed Hilmi directly accused Haeckel of manipulating scientific evi-
dence and presenting suppositions as scientific truth. Haeckel had no suspi-
cion of the foundations of Darwinian theory.93 Ahmed Hilmi opposed 
Haeckel’s scientific method and knowledge. 

ird, Ernst Haeckel, Ahmed Hilmi argued, made a serious mistake by 
attributing creativity to nature.94 In fact, this is a common accusation made 
against proponents of evolution. Like İsmail Fenni Ertuğrul and Mehmet 
Emin Feyzi, Ahmed Hilmi severely criticized the idea of replacing God with 
any agent such as nature for force, rejecting this idea out right. What he op-
posed was the use of evolution to deny the existence of God, but not evolution 
itself. Looking for scientific proof of atheism within the evolutionary theories 
is the mistake Haeckel made.95 Ahmed Hilmi kept the scientific basis of evo-
lution in his mind, but the evolutionary argument for the origin of life was not 
scientifically acceptable to him.96 

Importantly, Ahmed Hilmi thought that Haeckel’s comprehensive expla-
nation did not benefit from scientific fields such as chemistry and anthropol-
ogy, and as his intellectual capacity was limited, he drew “wrong and childish” 
conclusions.97 erefore, Ahmed Hilmi found Haeckel’s arguments unreliable 
and thought that he did not have sufficient qualification. When comparing 
Ahmed Hilmi with the other intellectuals mentioned above sections of this 
chapter, he has relatively a distinctive place because his criticisms are raised 
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against not only Haeckel’s thought but also his personality and intellectual 
background. Furthermore, in some cases, Ahmed Hilmi even insulted him. 

It must be stressed that Ahmed Hilmi rarely used hadiths and Koranic 
verses to bolster his ideas about evolution since their use is much more suita-
ble to prove the fallacy of materialist thought. It is striking that he borrowed 
the criticisms of some European scientists like Karl Vogt to make his argument 
more convincing and prove Haeckel’s thought nonsignificant.98 

e conservative thinker, Mehmet Ali Aynî (-), criticized Ernst 
Heackel due to his evolutionary views. He gave lectures in the faculty of divin-
ity and military school. He was worried about the deterioration of religion in 
social life in Turkey and praised the establishment of faculty of divinity. 99 He 
did not oppose the idea of biological evolution, arguing that “when entering a 
museum of natural history, progress and transformation from simple to com-
plex, from deficient to perfect in the chain of creatures was highly clear.”100 
However, he did not consider human beings to be ordinary organisms and 
labeled them as the most honorable of creatures.101 He drew a sharp line be-
tween animals and humans, emphasizing the superiority of the latter. From 
his point of view, Haeckel’s claim that human descended from apes is falla-
cious. 102 

§ .  A Hot Debate on the Reconciliation of Islam and Evolution 

In , Ömer Faruki wrote a book (Tenkid-i Muhik [fair criticism]) on Ernst 
Haeckel’s monist philosophy.103 It generated a heated discussion on the rela-
tion of evolution and Islam between Ömer Faruki and Aksekili Ahmed 
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Hamdi.104 e latter prepared an open letter and published it in Sırat-ı 
Müstakim (straight path). Later, he wrote letters to him criticizing his argu-
ments that human had tendency to be an organism like monkey in the begin-
ning. Ömer Faruki and Ahmed Hamdi discussed Darwinian evolutionary the-
ory rather than Lamarckian one. Actually, Ahmed Hamdi accepted the 
evolution of humankind in the course of history, but his idea of evolution was 
cultural or social rather than biological.105 He was extremely angered by Ömer 
Faruki’s attempt to find a kind of evolutionary proof in Koran. Actually, their 
discussion was essentially about the interpretation of several verses of the Su-
rah Al-Insaan (Man) in the Koran and based on a difference in tafsir (Islamic 
exegesis). us, their discussion generally concerned various interpretations 
of some verses in the Koran and does not pay attention to scientific findings 
such as fossils. 

Ömer Faruki interpreted the first verses in a way such that evolution did 
not contradict with Islam. In these verses, it is written that “Was there not a 
period of time when man was nothing to speak of? We created man from a 
drop of mingled fluid to put him to the test. We gave him hearing and see-
ing.”106 He came to conclude that human beings evolved over the course of a 
long time, but Aksekili Ahmed Hamdi opposed it since other verses of Koran 
do not corroborate this idea. e twelh, thirteenth and fourteenth verses of 
the Surah Al Mu’minun (Believers) are about the creation of man. at is, 

We created man from an essence of clay, then We placed him as a drop 
of fluid in a safe place then We made that drop into a clinging form 
and We made that form into a lump of flesh and We made that lump 
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into bones, and We clothed those bones with flesh, and later We made 
him into other forms.107 

Also, one hadith says: “Each one of you collected in the womb of his mother 
for forty days, and then turns into a clot.” Ahmed Hamdi asserted that these 
verses and this hadith cannot be assumed to indicate similarity between man 
and monkey. No one should infer the idea that in the process of time man 
acquired a number of his traits. ese verses might be proof of the transition 
from clay to man, but not one from monkey to man.108 Ahmed Hamdi thought 
that the lives of Adam and Eve was the beginning of human history and it is 
unreasonable to say that they were like monkeys. He was sure of the fact that 
Islam contradicts biological evolution. Adam was “one of the greatest proph-
ets” in human history and Islam does not allow us to imagine him as a creature 
like a monkey.109 

e second point of Ahmed Hamdi’s criticisms for Ömer Faruki’s book 
are concerned the implications of evolutionary theory. Indeed, he argued, the 
theory assumes that the nature of human being is “savage” and has an animal 
origin even though humans are special organisms. According to the Koran, 
“the foundation of humanity is not savage and its nature is based on perfec-
tion, the apparent proof of which is Adam.” From the Islamic point of view, 
evolutionary claims to the nature of human beings are unacceptable. It is ap-
parent that the evolutionary view of the origin of organisms is meaningless 
since considering the development of an organism from bottom to top is nei-
ther scientifically nor religiously reasonable. e verse “And of His signs is 
that He created you from dust; then, suddenly you were human beings dis-
persing” is proof of how humans appeared on earth. Ahmed Hamdi not only 
gives proof from the Koran but also emphasizes the ideas of great mufassirs 
(authors of tafsir) such as Fahreddin-i Razi who asserted that man was directly 
created as human, not as an animal, and denied the evolution of organisms.110 
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en, Ahmed Hamdi concluded that the origin of humans is Adam and that 
the progress of humans from his time forward is “a miracle.” He wholeheart-
edly believed in this truth.111 

Actually, it is reasonable to label İsmail Fenni as a so-liner opponent to 
evolution because he claimed that if scientists “prove” that humans “de-
scended from” animals, religion will not be “a hindrance” to the acceptance 
of scientific reality because the religion represents truth itself. In case, evolu-
tion is confirmed, Islam will reinterpret many issues such as the nature of hu-
mans and their relation to other organisms. Indeed, this is the power of God.112 
As İsmail Fenni is a relatively open-minded thinker, he is not against teaching 
evolution in schools provided teachers mention both the positive and negative 
aspects of it. e idea of evolution will not be detrimental to the teleological 
interpretation of organisms. What is more, looking for truth and escaping 
from it can be evaluated as contradictions: if evolutionary theory gets rid of 
its “hypothetical” character and becomes truth, it will be accepted as an indi-
cator of “divine power.” As a matter of fact, Islam accepts all “well-proven” 
scientific knowledge. Aer criticizing biological evolution, he pointed out that 
there might be reconciliation between scientific findings and religion itself. 
One of the points İsmail Fenni mentioned in his studies is the attitudes of Dar-
win and Lamarck toward religion. He said that both had belief in God113 and 
considered changes in organisms as “the outcome of divine will.”114 In fact, his 
knowledge of the life of Darwin - who sometimes had doubts about religion 
and was said to be agnostic – was insufficient.115 İsmail Fenni asserted that 
although Darwin and Lamarck did not have negative attitude toward religion, 
materialists exploited their theories to support their atheistic interpretation of 
life. Indeed, Darwinian evolutionary theory, he argued, is much more 
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concerned with the changes that organisms undergo in the course of history 
rather than “the origin of life.” In other words, he stressed that the answer to 
how life started in the beginning is not the focal point of Darwinian theory.116 

§ .  Banned Books 

e number of books and journals in the Ottoman Empire went up enor-
mously at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twenti-
eth century. “Printing and publishing had a special place in the cultural and 
intellectual life” in the empire. Many people took advantage of “the develop-
ments” in print culture, and their worldviews were influenced tremendously 
by printed materials. Even though “the number of books produced was low 
compared to Western countries,” its rise was considerable.117 e state began 
to develop control and “censorship mechanisms” over printed and published 
materials and implemented several regulations such as the Matbuat Ni-
zamnamesi (Press Regulation) of  and the Matbaalar Nizamnamesi (Print-
ing Regulation) of . Notably, control and censorship concerning the cir-
culation of books crystallized during the reign of Abdülhamid II. Without the 
permission of the Minister of Education, printing a book was banned.118 us, 
publishers had to undertake the approval of the state, leading to a strict control 
mechanism. is control meant supervision of the circulation of knowledge 
within the society. 

e Hamidian regime played a dominant role in the intellectual life of the 
empire. It was difficult for political ideas to spread within its borders. Apart 
from materials printed in the empire, all books and journals “crossing the em-
pire’s border” were subject to be under censorship mechanisms because they 
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could threaten “the state, society, and religion.”119 “Many words (anarchism, 
liberty, socialism, democracy, etc.) were deemed subversive. When such words 
did found their way into a dictionary, its translators had to shi the meeting 
to a harmless form.” During the process of translation, translators had to win-
now out these words from the translated text.120 In addition, teachers had to 
be careful when assigning books to their students. A teacher of the Albanian 
language, Hristo Sani, was dismissed from his school for assigning a book that 
conflicted with Islamic teachings.121 

Books containing harmful knowledge for the Ottoman state, society, Is-
lam, and morality had no chance of being printed.122 e regulations priori-
tized the preservation of the well-being of the state and the harmony of society. 
Censorship officers in the Ministry of Education and the Minister of Interior 
had the authorization to determine inappropriate publications, which Otto-
mans called muzır neşriyat (obscene publication). In addition, printed mate-
rials were supposed to reflect positively on the sultan and public officials. Dur-
ing the Hamidian era, newspapers had to inform public about “the 
commercial and industrial developments, the increase in agricultural produc-
tivity, and the well-being of the sultan.” ey were to abstain from mentioning 
personal accusations about public officials, “some geographical names like Ar-
menia, and the assassinations of foreign statesman.” What is more, censorship 
officers insisted the authors to use “favorable words” and avoid “ambiguous 
words” in their writings. In addition to these prohibitions, mentioning the 
aforementioned practices was banned. at is, Ottoman readers received cen-
sored knowledge and news, but did not know that it had been censored.123 e 
print culture of the empire was in accordance with the political needs of the 
state. It had a considerable control on the circulation of news and knowledge. 
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However, the list of banned publications was so extensive that it contained not 
only political books, but also novels. In fact, the list of harmful books (kütüb-
ı muzırra cetveli) were too long and relatively surprising.124 In fact, neither 
Darwin’s studies nor his name appears on archival documents even though 
there are many that mention materialism, Ludwig Büchner and Ernst Haeckel. 
e primary concern of censorship was generally materialist thinking rather 
than Darwin’s theory. us, the second one was not a primary concern. 

During the Hamidian regime, books on materialism were regarded as 
harmful for Muslim society. Ulum-ı Nokta-i Nazarından İnsan (Human from 
a scientific viewpoint) on humankind, written by Ludwig Büchner, was 
banned due to content that was thought to harm religious teachings.125 In ad-
dition, Rıza Tevfik (Bölükbaşı), who was a remarkable philosopher at the late 
period of the Ottoman Empire, was accused of having books on Darwinism 
when he underwent through an interrogation. Nazım Paşa, the head of the 
Zaptiye (Police) department, warned him that such materialist readings might 
culminate in the denial of the existence of God.126 As a high-ranking state of-
ficer, he was worried about implications of the materialist interpretation of 
life, which had the capacity to bring about corruption, degeneracy, and anar-
chy in the empire. As a result of this negative attitude to materialist and Dar-
winist materials - many books, many of which ignored the divine will, offering 
materialist views of universe and organisms - were banned. Felix Le Dantec’s 
L’atheisme (İnkarü’l-Vahid) and Ernst Haeckel’s Les Enigmes de L’Universe 
(Mimarü’l-Kainat), Origine de L’Homme (Menşe-i İnsan) and Religion et Evo-
lution (Edyan ve Tekamül) were regarded as subversive books. eir main 
goals were considered to be anti-religious and they were thus stigmatized as 
harmful books (kütüb-ı muzırra).127 In particular, the Hamidian regime played 
a leading role in the prevention of promotion of materialist thinking. When 
Hacı (Ismail) Ferid Efendi, the director of the land register and tax (ma’ tahrir 
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ve virgü müdiri) in Aydın, wrote a book (İbtal-I Mezheb-i Maddiyun [the ref-
utation of materialist doctrine]) to refute materialism, he presented its one 
copy to the palace.128 Also, an Arab-Ottoman author, Husayn Al-Jisr (-
), had dedicated Al-Risala al-Hamidiyya fi Haqiqat al-Diana al-lslamiyya 
wa-Haqiqat al-Sharia al Muhamadiyya (A Hamedian Essay on the Truthful-
ness of Islamic Religion and the Truthfulness of Islamic Canon Law) in . 
He wrote this book to ward off the dangers of materialism and irreligion in 
general and to demonstrate that the findings of modern science were in har-
mony with Islamic teaching.129 

e censorship mechanism attempted to prevent those who knew foreign 
language from reading the publications that were assumed to attack religious 
teachings.130 eir common point was that they le no room for divine in-
volvement in the explanation of organisms and the universe. Notably, none of 
Darwin’s books was banned, and the aforementioned books were mainly 
based on materialism. It is apparent that the main concern of the Ottoman 
regime was materialism rather than Darwinian theory of evolution. 

e police sometimes made investigation to detect the sale of banned 
books and needed to inform inspectors at the Ministry of Education.131 Strict 
control over the circulation of printed materials did not mean that no one read 
banned books. ere was a secular, westernized audience in the Ottoman Em-
pire owing to the European-style educational institutions like Mekteb-i 
Tıbbiye, so there was a demand for banned books on materialism.
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The Zenith of Scientism: The Early Republican Era of 
Turkey 

er the Balkan Wars, the First World War, and the Turkish War of Inde-
pendence, the Republican regime was proclaimed and a nation state was 

to be built. e Kemalist rulers regarded modernization as an urgent matter 
of survival. In fact, the establishment of modern Turkey marked the continu-
ation of the reform movements of the Ottomans, but there was a greater 
chance to materialize modernization plans because of the abolishment of po-
litical powers such as sultanate and caliphate as well as the elimination of some 
Unionists who challenged new political regime. Despite the removal of these 
old actors from political life, many continuities are apparent. e political ca-
dres of modern Turkey inherited the legacy of Ottoman modernization and 
the Young Turks. e values of Enlightenment and positivist thought deeply 
influenced the Kemalists as it had the Young Turks. However, the reforms car-
ried out during the early Republican period were distinctive due to their “rad-
ical implementation” and content. eir policies were a further step in the Ot-
toman modernization movement. ey materialized many of the reforms 
which the Young Turks had dreamt to save the empire. As a result, it can be 

A 
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easily put forward that the “Kemalist revolution marked a dramatic and radi-
cal civilizational change.”1 

e main aim of the new regime was to create a modern state and society 
based on secularism and nationality. e Kemalist cadre wished to build a 
completely new order through a sharp disruption of the Ottoman past. In par-
ticular, secularism was of utmost importance for the new state’s to goal of 
modernizing all fields of life. It was a considerable pillar of Kemalist ideology. 
Many reforms of the early Republic were directly drawn from a secular 
worldview. e abolition of the sultanate and caliphate, the abolition of the 
functions of sheikh’ul-Islam, the establishment of the Directorate of Religious 
Affairs (Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı), the nationalization of education with the 
Law on Unification of Education (Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu) and secular laws 
like the Turkish Civil Code (Medeni Kanun) can be evaluated in the context 
of secularism. Although the new constitution of  acknowledged Islam as 
the official religion, his claws was removed from the constitution four years 
later. What is more, secularism became one of the non-amendable articles of 
the constitution in . e Kemalist cadre was cognizant of that “the elimi-
nation of Islamic power and legitimacy” was a necessary to strengthen their 
political power.2 As the political climate was suitable for taking secular steps, 
the new state materialized these plans. e role of Islam in decision-making 
by the state and in public affairs decreased remarkably. In fact, those who had 
received their education in modern Ottoman schools were familiar with sec-
ular ideas. In the nineteenth century, the Ottoman state had secularized some 
aspects of its education and judicial systems, and a secular-minded, Western-
oriented generation emerged. 

Kemalist rulers attempted to remove Islam from the public sphere and 
confine it to the private sphere. ey thought that an effective modern state 
did not need religion to get secure popular support. Mustafa Kemal stigma-
tized Christ as “a weak ruler” since he used religion “to uphold” his political 
power. e removal of Islam from the public sphere created “a legitimacy vac-
uum” in the regime. Aer the abolition of the sultanate and caliphate, there 
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was a deficiency of “popular allegiance.” As for the formation of a national, 
secular identity, rough scientism had no capacity to fill this gap and to serve 
as a new state ideology. Mustafa Kemal tried to fill it with “a new civic religion 
buttressed by a number of cults.”3 He emerged as the leading politician of the 
new country and became an apparent in public sphere. 

Islam was not a main guidance for the Kemalist regime, and science was 
their most important guiding. Science was to play a considerable role in the 
process of building of a modern country and changing civilization. e polit-
ical identity that the state wished for its citizens to adopt was based on scien-
tific principles. e optimum way to modernize was to benefit from scientific 
findings rather than religious dogma. In this respect, science had to reorganize 
itself in order to serve the needs of the state.4 e Kemalist regime strove “to 
instill a scientific point of view in the minds” of its citizens. While the sultanate 
and caliphate claimed legitimacy from supernatural sources, the new regime 
benefited from science. However, this far-reaching modernization was no easy 
process since infusing scientific thought into the minds of citizens was ex-
tremely “troublesome.”5 ey overvalued the role of science in the construc-
tion of a Westernized, secular, national society on the ruins of the Ottoman 
Empire. Science had such a significant role in Turkey that the early Republican 
period can be described as the zenith of scientism. us, the transition from 
otherworldliness to worldliness was crystallized further. One of the ideas be-
hind the revolution was that humans could control their own “destiny” and 
“environment.” is idea was “a peculiarity of the West aer the Renaissance” 
and its most apparent form was prevalent among European philosophers in 
the Eighteenth century.6 ey believed that the problems about society could 
be solved with the help of science.7 
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While building a new state, society, and individual, the Republican regime 
had to reinterpret human history from a secular point of view. e appearance 
of humankind on earth could not be explained by religious narratives like the 
story of Adam and Eve. As science was the leading guide, the origin and spread 
of humans had to be explained by scientific findings. Darwin’s theory le no 
room for God in the scientific interpretation of nature and organisms. is 
was what Kemalist rulers needed. In this respect, the theory of biological evo-
lution offered an optimum scientific toolkit for reinterpreting human beings. 
In other words, the Kemalist regime desired a past based on scientific and sec-
ular principles and received support from Darwinian theory, who provided an 
overarching and well-proven theory for understanding the origin of organ-
isms and their evolution on earth. Darwinian theory of evolution and the sci-
entism of Kemalist rule accorded with each other and the state itself promoted 
this theory. Aer consolidating their political power, Kemalist rulers would 
implement a cultural revolution. 

During the s, Turkey focused on political, and legal reforms and tried 
to resolve the problems le in the aermath of the Treaty of Lausanne. How-
ever, Turkey’s Westernization in cultural areas gained momentum as time 
passed. Education had utmost importance. In , Rıza Nur, the Minister of 
Education, ordered the establishment of local museums to exhibit botanical 
and animal artifacts in high schools.8 ree years late, Mustafa Necati, “the 
first Minister of Education of the Republican period, invited foreign experts 
like John Dewey” to Turkey to help the new state implement radical reforms 
to the Turkish education system and curriculum.9 During his ministry, reform 
of the curriculum of primary schools was carried out.10 

With respect to the educational policy of the s, the Kemalist rulers 
paid special attention to matters of infrastructure in education since they had 
inherited a country that had suffered extremely destructive wars. us, build-
ing new schools, training teachers, preparing new regulations, and 
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disseminating education all over the country required significant effort. For 
the creation of national and secular identity, education was deemed vital. 

As well as dealing with primary and secondary education, the young Re-
public embarked on an enterprise to establish institutions of higher education. 
e only university that modern Turkey had inherited from the Ottoman Em-
pire was Darülfünun in Istanbul, but Kemalist rulers had a negative opinion 
of this educational institution, accusing it of insufficiently supporting the Na-
tional Struggle. us, due to this disappointment, it was “harshly criticized” 
in the newspapers.11 “National institutions” had to be established as alterna-
tives to Darülfünun, which evoked the Ottoman past. Before , a commis-
sion called the Heyet-i İlmiye (Commission of Science) was founded, and it 
planned to establish a faculty of social sciences, consisting of twelve institutes. 
e names of these national establishments - like Milli Hukuk Enstitüsü (In-
stitute of National Law), Milli Edebiyat Enstitüsü (Institute of National Liter-
ature) and Milli Tarih Enstitüsü (Institute of National History) – are im-
portant. In doing so, the commission emphasized the national character of 
their educational policy.12 In fact, the stress on the nation in the titles of these 
institutions indicates the educational policy of the new regime. While 
Darülfünun evoked the plurality of the Ottoman Empire, the aforementioned 
institutes were symbols of homogenous national identity. 

e plans of the Heyet-i İlmiye did not materialize because the Milli Hars 
Heyeti (Committee of National Culture []), whose members were out-
standing intellectuals of Turkey, established a faculty of law in Ankara in , 
but not a faculty of sociology. In fact, sociology fell into disfavor in terms of 
the institutionalization of the educational system. Moreover, when the Dil ve 
Tarih-Coğrafya Fakültesi (Faculty of Languages, History, and Geography) was 
founded, it included no department of sociology. As time passed, the state it-
self sponsored and promoted anthropology, which took the place of sociology 
in Turkey.13 

e Kemalist cadre aimed to create “a strong, homogenous political struc-
ture” based on Turkish nationalism, and they suppressed “opposing” views. In 
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doing so, an authoritarian regime was constructed around a single party, the 
Republican Peoples Party (RPP). In order to build the new state, the party ex-
ploited “the legitimacy” from “military victory” in the National Struggle. at 
is, the victory strengthened its power. “Opposing groups” were eliminated 
from the political area and their ideas were partly wiped away. Kemalism be-
came the leading ideology and the Republican Peoples Party monopolized 
politics. “All national resources” were mobilized to create a modern, national, 
secular country, but its political orientation was authoritarian, a political hall-
mark between the world wars. e party emulated many authoritarian re-
gimes including the leading fascist countries of Europe: Italy and Germany, as 
well as the Soviet Union.14 

All means were exploited for the sake of the young Republican regime, but 
the role of history cast by the Kemalist cadre was much more stunning. A sec-
ular, national reinterpretation of the past was a vital necessity. e field of his-
tory lived up to the expectations of the Kemalist regime. History had the ca-
pacity to reinforce the making of national solidarity.15 In this respect, one of 
the main motivations behind the historical studies were political; purely sci-
entific endeavors remained in the background. e role of history was consid-
erably functional and met the expectation of the Kemalist rulers.16 us, prac-
tices in the reform of educational system had to be radical since the 
educational system inherited from the Ottoman Empire needed to undergo 
profound changes. In particular, the curriculum was of utmost importance for 
creating the new citizen. Education was essential for raising a generation that 
would embrace the secular, national basis of the Kemalist regime. 

§ .  Reading Evolution in School Textbooks 

e approach of the state to history can be seen in an analysis of school text-
books. e Kemalist cadre paid significant attention that school textbooks 
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reinterpret Turkish history from a secular point of view. is discourse and 
interpretation was mainly based on three features. To begin with, the Kema-
lists found Islam to be “a tarnish on Turkish culture,” and they desired to leave 
no room for religious interpretations of human nature. Instead of accepting 
the sense of belonging that religious groups and communities provide the Re-
publican regime sought to eliminate religious notions from the secular, na-
tional identity that they imagined. Second, the Kemalist rulers endeavored to 
restore the role of Turks in the history of civilization in order “to efface the 
hatred of the West toward Turks”. Without doing so, Turkey could not be a 
respected country in the world. In addition, they had to prove the cultural 
contributions of the Turkish race to world civilization. Social sciences had to 
respond to the challenge made by Western scholars about the inferiority of the 
Turks. Last, the new regime had to create “a historical basis for its existence in 
Anatolia.”17 As mentioned above, Anatolia was of utmost importance in their 
minds, and they had to find historical ties to the past of this land. Comple-
menting their political and military control over it, a historical narrative 
would reinforce the existence of new country. 

While scrutinizing the school textbooks published during the s, it is 
apparent that there was a considerable continuity between the last years of the 
Ottoman Empire and the aforementioned decade. e authors of textbooks 
oen classified human beings within animal species or emphasized similari-
ties between humans and apes. However, they did not abstain from mention-
ing the elevated place of humans among organisms and their uniqueness.18 
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e transition from otherworldliness to worldliness in school textbooks 
did not take place overnight. e approach of the Kemalist rulers to history 
crystallized during the s. With respect to the textbooks, the s were a 
transitional period and the historiography in this era was a continuation of 
that of the Young Turk period. Students benefited from textbooks focused on 
the French Revolution. But developments between the world wars had a tre-
mendous impact on historiography. Europe was discredited for political and 
economic reasons, so many textbooks focused less on Europe. e rise of au-
thoritarian regimes, the Great Depression (), and the fall of democratic 
regimes led many to question the contemporaneous historiographical ap-
proaches. In addition, the values of the Enlightenment was also discredited.19 
us, there was a strong correlation between the spirit of the time and histo-
riography. 

During the late period of the Ottoman Empire and the early Republican 
era, Ali Reşad and Ahmet Refik (Altınay) were among the authors of history 
textbooks. In , Ali Reşad wrote a general history entitled Tarih-i Umumî 
(General History) that contained religious teachings. While he explained the 
formation of the universe in a secular way, he included the story of Adam and 
Eve to demonstrate the spread of humankind all over the world. He said that 

aer God created Adam and Eve and dismissed them from heaven, 
they had four children, who were one son, one daughter and one twin, 
from their marriage. Of the sons, Qabil was born first, then Habil was 
born... Noah’s third son was Seth (pbuh). He was the seventh genera-
tion descendant of Noah. During Noah’s time, a flood took place to 
punish and banish humankind. He was commanded to build an ark by 
God. Except him, he took his wife, his sons with their wives, and two 
males and two females of all animal species on board. It rained for forty 
days and forty nights…His ark came to rest on Mount Judi. ere were 

                                                       
 19 Toprak, “Erken Cumhuriyet,” -. 
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eighty people on board else. But, all perished. Humankind descended 
and spread from Noah’s (pbuh) three sons, Ham, Shem, and Japheth.20 

According to Ali Reşad, the appearance of humankind on earth took place in 
accordance with what was explained in the holy book. However, ten years later 
in , he omitted these religious stories from Umumî Tarih (General His-
tory) due to the new curriculum of the Ministry of Education. He wrote a 
short introduction about the appearance of humankind on earth, but his ap-
proach to the issue was neutral. Even though he removed the story of Adam 
and Eve, he did not add the theory of evolution to the textbook. He wrote that 

when the first humans emerged on earth is not known. However, it is 
precise that humans existed on earth in ancient times. Human remains 
found in soil and rock layers that had never been excavated, miscella-
neous tools and weapons made of stone prove it. e scholars of geol-
ogy divided the various layers of the earth into various eras such as the 
first second and third etc. and have estimated the time of each era. Ac-
cording to these estimates, humankind existed at the beginning of the 
fourth geological era, in short BC .21 

                                                       
 20 “Cenab-ı Hakk Hz. Adem ve Havva’yı tekvin ve cenneten ihraç ettikten sonra ikisinin izdi-

vacından biri erkek biri kız ve ikiz olmak üzere  evlad hasıl oldu. Erkeklerden önce kabil 
sonra habil doğdu… Hz. Adem’in üçüncü oğlu olan Şit aleyhiselamdır. Hz. Nuh 
aleyhiselamın yedinci batındaki ahfadındandır. Hz. Nuh’un zamanında hak yolundan çıkmış 
olan ben-i ademi kahr ve tenkil için tufan vukua geldi. Hz. Nuh taraf-ı rabbaniden bir gemi 
inşaasına memur oldu. Kendisinden başka zevcesini, oğullarıyla bunların zevcelerini, her cins 
hayvandan ikişer erkek ikişer dişi gemiye aldı. Sonra  gün  gece yağmur yağdı…Hz. 
Nuh’un gemisi Cudi dağında durdu. Hz. Nuh’un gemisinde kendi kavminden seksen kişi 
daha vardı. Lakin cümlesi helak oldu. Ben-i beşer-i Nuh aleyhiselamın Nuh’un Yafes, Sam, 
Ham namındaki üç evladından tekessür ve intişar etti.” Ali Reşad, Tarih-i Umumî (Istanbul: 
Şirket-i Mürettibiye Matbaası,  Rumi []), -.  

 21 İlk İnsanların ne vakit nerede zuhur ettiği malum değildir. Yalnız çok eski zamanlarda 
yeryüzünde insanların bulunmuş oldukları muhakkaktır. Şimdiye kadar hiç kazılmamış to-
prak ve taş tabakalarında bulunan insan kemikleri, taştan yapılmış muhtelif aletler, silahlar 
bunu ispat ediyor. Jeoloji alimleri arzın muhtelif tabakalarını birinci, ikinci, üçüncü ilh mu-
htelif devirler diye ayırmışlar ve her devrin zamanını tahmini olarak tayin etmişlerdir. Bu 
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Another leading historian, Ahmet Refik (Altınay), le no room for religious 
stories in his textbooks. Like Ali Reşad, he does not touch on the evolution of 
species. Egyptian civilization was the starting point for his history of the 
world.22 In fact, “the creation of Adam and Eve and the flood myth” were pre-
sent in history textbooks up to the early years of modern Turkey. Religious 
stories gradually came to be excluded from these educational materials. Tur-
key did not escape “the anti-clerical trend” in the world. Aer the dramatic 
destruction caused by the First World War, many values - including those of 
religion – were reconsidered and the aforementioned religious stories in these 
textbooks were discredited. While textbooks since  called Muhammad 
“Hazret-i Peygamber-i Zî-Şan Efendimiz” (Our Glorious Prophet Muham-
mad), he was called “Hazreti Muhammed” in the s and simply “Mu-
hammed” in the s. e history of Islam was taught from a secular point of 
view, and teachers decontextualized the subject from its “holiness.”23 ese 
choices of names illustrate the secularization of textbooks in Turkey. us, the 
transition from traditional historiography to a national, secular was signifi-
cantly and apparent by this point. 

History books concentrating on world history gained intellectual popular-
ity in the s. Mehmed Fuad (Köprülü), one of the leading historians of Tur-
key at the time, noticed this trend in historiography. He said that many re-
markable books on “general history” and the development of humankind were 
published in major European countries such as France and Germany. In the 
historiography of Turkey, Mehmed Fuad expected a similar intellectual dyna-
mism to be led by the state, which unfailingly promoted “nationalism and na-
tional culture.”24 In fact, he guessed the role of the new state in the intellectual 
life of Turkey correctly, since the cultural revolution that the Kemalist cadre 
led in the s played a leading role in the formation of a new history. A 

                                                       
tahmini hesaplara göre insan dördüncü devrin iptidasında yani milattan even bin sene önce 
mevcut idi. Ali Reşad, Umumî Tarih, v. (Istanbul: Yeni Matbaa, ), . 

 22 Ahmet Refik, Umumî Tarih (Istanbul: Devlet Matbaası, ); Ahmed Refik, Umumî Tarih: 
Tarih-i Kadîm-Kurun-ı Vusta (Istanbul: Milli Matbaa, ). 

 23 Toprak, Darwin’den, -. 
 24 Köprülüzade Mehmed Fuad, “Fransa’da Neşredilen Son Umumî Tarihler Münasebetiyle,” 

Hayat , No. ( Kanun-i Evvel ): -. 
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national history was a vital necessity for them and it needed to be written by 
a Turkish rather than a foreign historian. While he praised the writing of these 
kinds of general histories, he advocated the writing of history books by Turk-
ish historians. What he emphasized is that Turks should write their own his-
tory. 

Mehmed Fuad did not mention Herbert George Wells (-), a fa-
mous English author who wrote e Outline of History: Being a Plain History 
of Life and Mankind (). As a magnum opus in scope and perspectives, the 
book was an intelligent aggregate of “all that had made the world what it is 
today - physically, civically, industrially, commercially, socially, educationally, 
and religiously.” His writings appealed to many readers around the world25 
and later influenced Mustafa Kemal. Wells believed that history was more than 
the stories of great men such as kings and soldiers, and he advocated a histo-
riography that covered other scientific areas such as geology and biology. His 
history writing was fundamentally interdisciplinary.26 He attempted to tell the 
whole story of life and humankind so far as it was known at the time. In fact, 
the reason he wrote such a voluminous book was because of “the tragic hap-
penings” of the time. ere was “the need for a common knowledge of the 
general facts of human history throughout the world.” He argued that “there 
could be no peace and prosperity without common historical ideas.”27 It can 
be inferred that was pursuing a practical goal in writing this book, and he be-
lieved that a total history could make the peoples of belligerent countries more 
civilized. In addition, he dreamed of the idea that “the possible unification of 
the world into one community of knowledge and will” could assure world 
peace.28 

His book was overarching, covering a wide range of topics from art to ge-
ology. It included forty-eight pages on the appearance of humankind on earth 
and had a considerable further look at their biological evolution. One chapter 

                                                       
 25 “H.G. Wells’s Outline of History,” e Journal of Education , No. (December , ): . 
 26 Mehmet Alp Fazlıoğlu, “Dünyaların Savaşında İki Müttefik: H.G. Wells ve Atatürk,” 

http://bonpurloryan.com////h-g-wells-ataturk-dunyalari-savasi-tarih-/ 
 27 H. G. Wells, e Outline of History: Being a Plain History of Life and Mankind (London: Cas-

sell, ), v. 
 28 Ibid., . 



M U R AT  Y O L U N  

 

of e Outline of History covers natural selection and changes to species. He 
says that “no organism goes on living for ever… Every species of living is con-
tinually again. Some of the individuals will be stronger and better suited to 
succeed in life in some way than the rest.” e latter have less chance to get 
food and fight against enemies. us, they will be eliminated because of a nat-
ural rule: the survival of the fittest. When conditions in nature change, “these 
species change … generation by generation, and old sort of individual that 
used to prosper and dominate will fail and die out.” Aer this change, the new 
organisms appear. Aer complaining about natural selection, Wells empha-
sized the vitality of water in organic life. “No creature can breathe and digest 
its food without water.” Water was always “home and medium” of life.29 

Mustafa Kemal was fond of reading history books, but they were mostly 
limited to the books of the French Republican historians like Charles Seigno-
bos. “e only exception was Wells’ world history.” He interpreted the appear-
ance of humankind from a scientific viewpoint instead of on religious stories, 
and in so doing, he wrote their history from a broad perspective. He intro-
duced “many subjects which were unknown to many historians at that time, 
such as the first organisms and the change of species.” In fact, Wells’ book 
provided a historical toolkit that Mustafa Kemal needed in the s when he 
was imagining a secular, national Turkish identity.30 Wells had a tremendous 
impact on history in Turkey. e reason he was a key figure in the formation 
of new history textbooks is the impression Mustafa Kemal had about e Out-
line of History. When he read its French translation, Esquisse de L'histoire Uni-
verselle, “he instantly ordered its translation into Turkish.” us, its volumes 
were “distributed” to various translators so that Turkish intellectuals could 
benefit from it and embrace a new understanding of history. “Professors, 
translators, the Ministry of Education and the government printing office” 
were ordered to play a role in its translation. However, as there was more than 
one translator, there were disharmony among the volumes of the Turkish 

                                                       
 29 Ibid., -. 
 30 Toprak, Darwin’den, . 
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translation of the book, but these problems were considered negligible.31 De-
spite these minor problems, the translation popularized a secular approach to 
human history and Wells was a frequently spoken about in the milieu close to 
Mustafa Kemal. “He read quotations from the book and shared with his guests 
at Çankaya meals (Çankaya sofraları).32 e Darwinian interpretation of the 
origin of organisms on which Wells touched in his book fitted well with Mus-
tafa Kemal’s secular worldview. 

Mustafa Kemal’s considerable interest in history can be considered the 
harbinger of cultural revolution. Reading history books was not a simple ac-
tivity to enjoy in his free time. As a political leader who wholeheartedly be-
lieved in the fruitfulness of science, he pursued practical goals in the for-
mation of a modern nation state. Religion had no capacity to do so because he 
thought that when religion was politicized, it became “deceptive.”33 us, the 
best way to form a modern nation state from the ruins of the Ottoman Empire 
was to base it on science. 

Towards the end of the s, the studies on history that Mustafa Kemal 
initiated produced “results and some historian published them in the form of 
note,” but institutional developments took place only aer the establishment 
of the Türk Tarih Tetkik Heyeti (Turkish Committee of History) within Türk 
Ocağı (Turkish Hearths).34Aer the committee carried out a historical re-
search on Turkish history, it published “the voluminous Türk Tarihinin Ana-
hatları (Outlines of Turkish History).” Nevertheless, the target group of the 
study was “elites” rather than the ordinary public, and “only one hundred cop-
ies were published.”35 e main motivation of the book was to prove the supe-
rior role of the Turkish nation in world history. Because Turkish people had 
“misinformation about their ancestors,” they had difficulties in knowing their 

                                                       
 31 Ruşen Eşref Ünaydın, Atatürk: Tarih ve Dil Kurumları Hatıralar (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu 

Basımevi, ), . 
 32 Kitaptan bazı alıntıları sofrada okur ve misafiryleriyle paylaşırdı. Mustafa Kemal Ulusu, Ata-

türk’ün Yanı Başında: Çankaya Köşkü Kütüphanecesi Nuri Ulusu’nun Hatıraları (Istanbul: 
Doğan Kitap, ), -. 

 33 Mardin, Makaleler , . 
 34 Ersanlı Behar, İktidar, . 
 35 Copeaux, Tarih, -. 
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national identity. e goals of this committee were to clear out misinformation 
in history books and write “a national history.”36 e book touched on the 
appearance of humankind on the earth. is committee wrote that the fact 
that life was a product of natural and necessary physical and chemical pro-
cesses without the intervention of any supernatural power must be accepted. 
In the book, it was emphasized that “the first link of life chain” existed in sea. 
“Life started on the surface of the mud or sand in a warm, sunny, shallow 
marsh, and from there, it spread to the beaches, open waters, and high seas. 
e first animal with eyes, teeth, and bones was a fish.”37 Reptilians were the 
significant animals which had bones. eir development and evolution culmi-
nated in “the first mammal,” and then they evolved into more developed 
mammals. Aer these organisms, “the era of monkeys, apes and humans 
started.”38 is book illustrates that organisms evolved from simple to com-
plex structure in the long course of evolution, as opposed to the story of Adam 
and Eve. e intelligence, comprehension, and strength of human kind came 
about over millions and billions of generations.39 

is book had an interdisciplinary approach to history, but its intellectual 
and academic level was unsatisfactory. Even though it was not accepted as a 
textbook in the schools, it was precursor for Tarih, a four-volume history that 
would be written soon aerward.40 “e Türk Tarih Tetkik Heyeti carried out 
a remarkable historical study despite its short life span. e Türk Ocakları and 
its journal,Türk Yurdu (Turkish Homeland), enormously influenced Kemalist 
elites in terms of historiography.”41 It and its periodical played a remarkable 
role in the making of a national historiography. e Kemalists inherited their 

                                                       
 36 Türk Ocağı Türk Tarih Heyeti, Türk Tarihinin Anahatları (Istanbul: Devlet Matbaası, ), . 
 37 Hayat sıcak, güneşli sığ bataklık suda, çamur veya kum üzerinde başladı. Oradan sahillere ve 

açık sulara, denizlere yayıldı… gözü dişi, kemikleri olan ilk hayvan balıktır. Türk Ocağı Türk 
Tarih Heyeti, Türk Tarihinin Anahatları (Istanbul: Devlet Matbaası, ), -. 

 38 Maymun, kuyruksuz maymun ve insan devrine girildi. Türk Ocağı Türk Tarih Heyeti, Türk 
Tarihinin Anahatları (Istanbul: Devlet Matbaası, ), . 

 39 Ibid., -. 
 40 Ersanlı Behar, İktidar, . 
 41 Türk Ocakları ve yayın organı olan Türk Yurdu dergisi tarihyazımı notkasında Kemalist 

seçkinleri büyük ölçüde etkiledi. Copeaux, Tarih, . 
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intellectual legacy from the Türk Ocakları.42 During the Young Turk era, “a 
literature on Turkish history” grew because of the journals. 43 e establish-
ment of historical institutions was the zenith of the writing of national history. 
In fact, the intellectual orientation toward national history gained momentum 
because of the establishment of modern Turkey, which aimed to create a na-
tional, secular identity. e state itself had a considerable role in the promo-
tion of this historiography. 

Aer the Türk Ocakları were closed in , a new establishment, called 
the Türk Tarihi Tetkik Cemiyeti (Society for the Study of Turkish History) was 
founded in , the name of which changed to the Türk Tarih Kurumu (Turk-
ish Historical Society, THS) in . is society was patronized by President 
Atatürk himself.44 Furthermore, other members of this historical society had 
close affiliations with the state.45 e founder of modern Turkey, Atatürk, dealt 
with history so closely that he put forward the Turkish History esis (Türk 
Tarih Tezi). He disapproved of what “foreign” historians wrote about “the his-
tory of the Turks” and believed that Turks had to write their own history in 
order to rectify historical errors. He argued 

the motherland of the Turks was Central Asia. Turkish race have 
spread from Central Asia to West, Eastern Europe since the first ages 
and they brought their pure Turkish culture and lifestyle, and civiliza-
tion to all the places they went. e indigenous peoples of these lands 
developed thanks to the Turks.46 

State-sponsored historical studies and the thesis cannot be evaluated from a 
rudimentary perspective. ey marked a cultural revolution, demonstrating 
the spread of Turks throughout the world. History was built on a much 

                                                       
 42 Copeaux, Tarih, . 
 43 Toprak, Darwin’den, . 
 44 İkinci Türk Tarih Kongresi (Istanbul: Kenan Matbaası, ), XXXIII. 
 45 Copeaux, Tarih, . 
 46 “Türkleri anayurdu Orta Asya’dır. İlk çağlardan beri Türk ırkı Orta Asya’dan batıya değin, 

Avrupa’nın doğusuna kadar yayılmışlar ve her gittikleri yere de kendi öz Türk kültür ve 
yaşamlarını, medeniyeti, uygarlığı diğr tüm kıtalara Orta Asya’dan Türkler götürmüştür. Bu 
gittikleri yerlerdeki insanlar bu şekilde gelişmiştir.” Ulusu, Atatürk’ün Yanı Başında, -. 
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broader context.47 Turks were such a developed nation that “they entered the 
Paleolithic age five hundred years before Europeans. While Turks in Central 
Asia used lumber and mine, other people lived in rock hollows.” ey were 
the founders “the Egyptian, Sumerian, and Mediterranean civilizations.”48 

Mustafa Kemal played a leading role in the nationalization of history, and 
institutional steps brought about a broad change in this field. Kemalist rulers 
became “the main producers of the discourse of history.” ey not only con-
trolled the state but also part of the intellectual realm in Turkey. In particular, 
Mustafa Kemal was cognizant of the importance of a total historical view. e 
first work of the Türk Tarih Tetkik Cemiyeti was to prepare a new history text-
book since “the transmission of the Turkish history thesis to the next genera-
tion was critical.”49 As a result, it prepared a four-volume history entitled Tarih 
(history) for high schools in  which was published just before the First 
Turkish History Congress. Later, it prepared history textbooks for both pri-
mary and secondary schools.50 ere is a striking point about the authors who 
prepared this book. Many were closely affiliated with state: M. Tevfik (General 
Secretary to the President), Samih Rifat (Çanakkale deputy), Yusuf (Akçura) 
Bey (Istanbul deputy), Hasan Cemil (Bolu deputy), Baki Bey (colonel in the 
Ministry of War), İsmail Hakkı (Balıkesir deputy), Reşit Saffet (Kocaeli dep-
uty), Sadri Maksudi (Şark-i Karahisar deputy), Şemseddin Bey (Sivas deputy), 
Şemsi Bey (a colonel in General Command for Mapping), and Yusuf Ziya 
(Eskişehir deputy).51 e fact that these people were the authors of Tarih alone 
is evidence of the extent to which historiography in Turkey was nationalized. 

e textbook was distinctive study in the Turkish educational system since 
it crystallized the transition from otherworldliness to worldliness. In a chapter 
introducing the history of humankind and earth, the authors emphasized mis-
takes in holy books. ey argued that the age of earth was “millions of years, 
not six thousand.” e earth detached from sun and its appearance changed 
in the course of a long time. When the first life started in the sea, “there was 

                                                       
 47 Toprak, Darwin’den, . 
 48 Toprak, “Erken Cumhuriyet,” . 
 49 Copeaux, Tarih, . 
 50 İkinci Türk Tarih Kongresi (Istanbul: Kenan Matbaası, ), XXXIII. 
 51 Tarih I (Istanbul: Devlet Matbaası, ), VII-VIII. 
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no soil on the surface of the earth.” Aer centuries, organisms in the seas 
started to move onto land, but these animals were amphibious. As the earth’s 
surface was “marshland,” it was not difficult for these organisms to adapt to 
their environmental conditions. Life did not originate from any supernatural 
power, and natural conditions were the leading factors in the beginning of 
life.52 It is apparent that major replaced God in the book. e earth was de-
sacralized and divine will was excluded from the explanation of the first or-
ganisms. 

As for evolution, Tarih was concerned about directly confronting holy 
books. It argued that “the last link of an organic chain was humankind… In 
fact, it was generally claimed that humans and big apes had common ances-
tors.”53 eir creation as separate organisms, which is argued in the holy 
books, was a point that it neither mentioned nor attempted to falsify. It ex-
plained the origin of humankind from a Darwinian perspective. It emphasized 
the fact that all organisms had evolved from simple to complicated organisms. 
Due to slow-moving evolution, humans as they presently exist appeared. e 
ancestors of humankind and of some reptiles lived in the same period a mil-
lion year ago. ese animals climbed trees easily and had the ability to hold 
onto things with their hands. As ancestors of humankind, they produced stone 
artifacts that prove their historical existence. In comparison with present-day 
humans, their bodies were coarsely structured. Even though natural selection 
was not clearly explained in this textbook, this Darwinian principle is present 
between the lines. e authors argued that when weather became colder  
thousand years ago, “humans started to live in caves.” However, some organ-
isms similar to humans failed to adapt to this new climate, and “went extinct.” 
e fittest organisms survived.54 is evolutionary trend was apparent in other 
history books, as well. A preparatory book for middle school and high school 
exams was based on this perspective. It argued that “the first simple life forms 
started in the seas, and later organisms moved to the land. Aer a long period 

                                                       
 52 Ibid., -. 
 53 Hayat zincirinin son halkası insandır… Filhakika umumiyetle iddia olunuyor ki insanın ve 

büyük maymunların müşterek bir cetleri vardır. Tarih I (Istanbul: Devlet Matbaası, ),. 
 54 Ibid., -. 
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of evolution, animals and plants appeared. Humans are the last link of the an-
imal chain. Nothing perishes in nature.”55 

As well as the origin of humans, the authors of Tarih touched on the emer-
gence of religion. Instead of giving a divine explanation, they interpreted its 
origin in materialist terms. “It was understood that primitive humans were 
afraid of ancestors … they tried to please them aer even death… Fear of an-
cestor gradually inconceivably passed to fear of tribal god.”56 e noble ances-
tors paved way for the emergence of a notion of divinity. Not only fear of an-
cestors, but also “epidemic disease” played a role in the making of fear among 
humans. As this notion was common, humans discovered sacred traditions. 
When language evolved, traditions, prohibitions, and religious ceremonies 
arose. Humans told “stories” about “themselves, their belief, and the world” to 
each other. All these common stories, traditions, and beliefs led them to es-
tablish “mental and emotional ties among humans themselves.” is system 
of belief was called “religion.” When humans started to live together as a com-
munity, they produced religion. At the beginning, humans had had no “notion 
of god.” Religion was an outcome of a long period of evolution. “It was human 
intelligence that discovered notion of divinity and… its secrets.”57 e ap-
proach to the history of religions was based on absolute, anticlerical ideas, and 
divine arguments were explicitly eliminated. Instead of divine interpretations, 
a rational understanding of the universe and the origin of humans was the 
basis of the text. 

Teaching a new history to students was a focal point for the Kemalist re-
gime since historical knowledge that promoted a secular, national identity 
would play a leading role in the formation of the new type of citizen. Türk 
Tarihinin Anahatları (the outlines of Turkish history) was published in  
thousand copies and distributed to teachers.58 e book contained many maps 

                                                       
 55 Tarih El Kitabı (Istanbul: Kainat Kitabevi, ), -. 
 56 İptidai insanların atadan korktukları anlaşılıyor… Öldükten sora [sic.] bile onu hoşnut et-

meğe çalışıyorlardı… Ata korkusu yavaş yavaş anlaşılmaz bir surette kabile allahı korkusuna 
intikal etti. Tarih I, . 

 57 Ülûhiyet meumunu bulan, bu mefumun sırlarını keşfeden …. insan zekasıdır.Tarih I, -. 
 58 Toprak, Darwin’den, . 
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and pictures, and its physical quality was high. When compared to history 
textbooks published in the s, its distinctive quality was “proof “of the at-
tention paid to this study.59 Also, many history teachers participated in the first 
and second Turkish history congresses of  and . ese activities offered 
a fruitful opportunity for the new regime to teach the new curriculum to 
teachers who had the chance to hear from many outstanding scholars at one 
time.60 Approximately  teachers from various parts of Turkey participated 
in the First Turkish History Congress (in ),61 while  teachers partici-
pated in the second one (in ). What is more, history teachers from high 
schools like the Lycée Notre Dame de Sion were present. 

During the s, the Darwinian perspective was not limited to history 
textbooks. In other textbooks for different courses, Darwin became en-
trenched in the Turkish educational system. In addition to history textbooks, 
biological, geological, and geographical sources contributed to the trend. As a 
result, evolution became “an inseparable part of the textbooks” of the period.62 
In this respect, Faik Sabri (Duran), who was one of the translators of e Out-
line of History, wrote a remarkable high school geography textbook. e influ-
ence of Darwin was obvious. He built his arguments on Darwinian principles 
such as the struggle for existence and the idea of common ancestor. As he was 
one of the translators of the aforementioned book by Wells, he was familiar 
with such kind of topics. In a textbook of geography, he argued that animals 
were influenced by climate and in a struggle for existence. He added that or-
ganisms, “not capable of defending themselves through their poisons, tricks, 
and foul smells,” were subject to extinction. ey had no chance to survive, 
and only the fit ones did so. e most capable animals in terms of “survival” 
were those that could camouflage themselves in “their habitats.”63 Although 
he did not imply a struggle among humans, he paid attention to their origins. 
He stated 

                                                       
 59 Copeaux, Tarih, . 
 60 Ibid., . 
 61 Birinci Türk Tarih Kongresi (Ankara: Maarif Vekâleti, ), VIII-XIII. 
 62 Toprak, Darwin’den, . 
 63 Faik Sabri, Umumî Coğrafya Dersleri I, (Istanbul: Kanaat Kütüphanesi, ), . 
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it is guessed that humans or anthropoid creatures, which were the an-
cestor of humans, lived in the different parts of world toward the end 
of the third geological era. In the last century, Charles Darwin, 
Worthington Smith and Professor Osborn etc. carried out scientific 
study on the origin of humankind and their relationship with other 
organisms. Among scientists, it was the most well-accepted idea that 
humankind descended from simple ancestors like other mammals… 
e old human remaining having been found in the different parts of 
the world until now do not enable us to trace the changes from old 
anthropoid ancestors to present day humans.64 

Faik Sabri (Duran) was aware of the lack of fossils to fully demonstrate the 
evolution of humans and emphasize the missing, intermediate forms. Even so, 
from his point of view, there were three important fossils of early humans. e 
first one was “a skull, some teeth, and thighbone discovered by Eugène Dubi-
ous,” a Dutch paleoanthropologist. “e size of this skull” was smaller than 
that of a human, but bigger than that of chimpanzee. e fossil was of “a walk-
ing ape” called Pithecanthropus Erectus. In this respect, the point of view of 
geology textbooks was similar to that of geography textbooks mentioned 
above which also mentioned the bones of Pithecanthropus Erectus. is organ-
ism did not have the psychology of human beings, but resembled them. e 
second fossil, a jawbone, was found in Heidelberg in southwest Germany and 
was assumed to have belonged to a  thousand-year “semi-human.” “Due 
to the size and thickness of the bone, it was understood that it was a strong 
organism.” e last fossil was found in Sussex in south England. “Its bones 
marked a more developed organism.” It was called Eoanthropus, which means 

                                                       
 64 Üçüncü jeoloji zamanının nihayetlerine doğru dünyanın muhtelif yerlerinde insanların veya 

insanın ceddi olan insana yarı benzer mahlûkların yaşamış oldukları tahmin ediliyor…Son 
asır içinde Charles Darwin, Worthington Smith, Profesör Osborn gibi âlimler insanın menşei 
vesair mahlûklarla münasebeti meseleleri etrafında birçok tetkikler yapmışlardır. İlim adam-
ları arasında en ziyade kabul edilen fikir, insanın sair memeli hayvanlar gibi daha basit bir 
sınıfa ait cetlerden inmiş olmasıdır…Dünyanın muhtelif yerlerinde şimdiye kadar bulunmuş 
olan eski insan bakiyeleri, eski yarı insan ceddinden bugünkü insanlara gelinceye kadar vukua 
gelen tahavvülleri sıra ile takip etmemize imkan vermiyor. Ibid., . 
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“first human.” While explaining the evolution of organisms, Faik Sabri used 
the phylogenetic tree rather than a linear line of evolution. As time went on, 
the branches of this tree divided into different races (white, yellow and 
black…etc.).65 

Faik Sabri (Duran), did not hesitate to argue that both humans, and apes 
descended from a common ancestor and that species were in conflict to sur-
vive. However, his evolutionary perspective can be labeled as neither com-
pletely Darwinist nor Lamarckist. He was sure that evolution occupied a sig-
nificant place in the explanation of species and their diversity, but he failed to 
decide by which mechanism occurred. From his point of view, the evolution-
ary theories of both Darwin and Lamarck were based on “assumptions,” ra-
ther than well-proven scientific facts.66 e reason he remained prudent to de-
cide what was the mechanism of evolution was due to the eclipse of 
Darwinism during the s. In the history of science, Darwinian theory of 
evolution declined between the s and s. It was “supposedly obscured 
and discarded.” Many scientists found it an “old-fashioned” interpretation of 
organic life.67 Since Faik Sabri may have been confused about the mechanism 
of evolution, he preferred to espouse both evolutionary theories. At that time, 
many scholars were scrutinizing and reviewing evolutionary mechanisms and 
attempting to rectify these theories. As a result, the fact that the author of this 
geography textbook was confused is understandable. Apart from history and 
geography textbooks, biology and geology textbooks were extremely im-
portant in terms of the evolutionary tendency in the Turkish educational sys-
tem. ey demonstrated that biological evolutionary theories were en-
trenched in the curriculum. 

In high school textbooks, Darwin was introduced as one of the great men 
in biology. “Much of the progress in this field” was owing to Darwin who had 
looked for the similarities and distinctions among organisms for twenty years. 
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His contribution to science was undeniable.68 However, Darwin’s remarkable 
elevation in the textbooks did not mean Lamarckian theory of evolution was 
totally excluded. Ahmet Tevfik (Göymen ?), who wrote Tabiiye Dersleri (Biol-
ogy lessons), introduced both evolutionary theories. He said 

the influence of environment leads changes in life of organisms… 
Habits require organ to change. While some organs might have be 
more active, others might atrophy… Teeth of many animals, like some 
animals that swallow their foods without chewing, atrophied.69 

As well as the evolutionary theories of Darwin and Lamarck, Ahmet Tevfik 
paid attention to the origins of life on earth. ere were five main theories 
about this issue. e first theory assumed that “life existed elsewhere in both 
the universe and on earth. Organisms themselves together matter. e former 
is as old as the latter.” e second approach put forward that the first living 
creatures arrived on earth on “a meteoroid” from space. e third theory as-
serted that the first life came to the world on “cosmic dusts in a mixed and 
slow way,” but many scholars disapproved this claim. e fourth theory was 
asserted by W. Preye who argued that organic creatures had existed since the 
very beginning. “Organisms existed even when the earth was a fireball.” How-
ever, Ahmet Tevfik stated that this theory lacks well-proven scientific evidence 
and was based on “religious” belief.70 is was a striking: even though the au-
thor favored materialist explanations for the origin of life, he covered a reli-
gious argument in his book. Even so, this was a negligible point; his entire 
approach to organic life favored scientific explanations. In fact, he prepared a 
preparatory book for the exams rather than a textbook. 

During the late Ottoman Empire, there were a couple of scholars who at-
tempted to accommodate science within Islamic culture and demonstrate that 

                                                       
 68 Yeni Biyoloji  (Istanbul: Devlet Matbaası, ), . 
 69 Muhitin tesiri uzviyetlerin hayatlarında değişmeleri yapar… Bu itiyatlar azanın değişmesini 
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duçar olmuştur. Ahmet Tevfik, Tabiiye Dersleri (Istanbul: Gazetecilik ve Matbaacılık T. A. Ş., 
), . 

 70 Ibid., -. 



B I O L O G Y  A S  P O L I T I C S  A N D  P H I L O S O P H Y  

 

evolution was reconcilable with Islamic culture and Muslim societies. Ahmet 
Tevfik attributed the idea of evolution to Turkish philosophers. He traced its 
history back to Turks, who figured out the union of existence in nature. A 
Turkish thinker, İbrahim Hakkı (-) of Erzurum, opposed the idea of 
“the stability and creation of species.” Before the outstanding evolutionists, he 
argued human descent from other organisms and touched upon their animals’ 
ancestry.71 Ahmet Tevfik tried to demonstrate that the Turks were long famil-
iar with the idea of organic evolution. 

A similar argument to Ahmet Tevfik’s was espoused in the s. In the 
Second Turkish History Congress, İsmail Hakkı İzmirli (-) who was 
a religious scholar in Darülfünun and retired from the İslam Tedkikleri En-
stitüsü (Institute of Islamic Research),72 argued that Turkish scholars (İbrahim 
Nazzam Belhî, Ebu Bekir Razî [Muhammad ibn Zakariya Al-Razi], and Ebu 
Nasr Farabî [Al-Farabi]) had concentrated on “the basis of reason and logic 
before famous philosophers such as Francis Bacon and Réne Descartes who 
laid the foundations of the new philosophy in Europe.73 Furthermore, 
Nasîrüddin Tûsî and Mevlânâ Celâleddîn-i Rûmî, he claimed, were familiar 
with Darwinism. “Tûsî explained Darwinism broadly, while Mevlânâ stated 
the natural selection and the survival of the fittest, touching on the struggle 
for existence in a poetic way.74 Many contemporaneous philosophical and sci-
entific thoughts had been held by Turkish scholars for hundreds of years. In 
fact, İsmail Hakkı ignored that Darwin’s theory was based on scientific obser-
vation and experiments rather than speculation. Mentioning struggle within 
a species and the role of nature does not amount to a scientifically acceptable 
theory. us, his evaluation of the Turks’ contribution to the scientific legacy 
of the world was extreme. 

During the early Republican period, there were two remarkable book 
about Darwin and his theory, namely, İbrahim Alaaddin’s (Gövsa) Büyük 
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Adamlar Serisi: Darvin (the series of great men) and Galip Ata’s Darvin. e 
first book is so short (only fieen pages) that it can be called a booklet - rather 
than a book. İbrahim Alaaddin mentioned both Darwin’s name and his the-
ory, emphasizing its valuable contribution to science, not solely to biology. He 
said that “he saved philosophy and nature from a blind valley and proved that 
a clear, scientific consideration based on experiment could be applied to 
life…Darwin’s views deduced from experiment and research demonstrated 
that all organisms descended from one origin.”75 e author explicitly chal-
lenged the religious narrative that human beings were created from clay, but 
he did not directly portray any of Abrahamic religions as a target. He said that 

life is an evolution. is evolution engendered non-fixed species. e 
main things brought about these species were natural section and 
struggle for life. Humans were not created from clay. ey are included 
in the chain of animal kingdom. ey appeared by evolving from 
chimpanzees. Darwin’s ideas were not composed of imagined views. 76 

e second book, Galip Ata’s Darvin, was a momentous step by the Ministry 
of Education because it was published by the ministry and the harbinger of 
the promotion of Darwin in the s. It contained a brief biography of Dar-
win and summarized his theory. What made it momentous was “its publica-
tion by the state” rather than a private publisher.77 In , the ministry started 
publishing special books on great men such as Voltaire and Bismarck. Charles 
Darwin was selected as one of such men. e fact that the ministry published 
 thousand copies proved its importance for the natural sciences. 

                                                       
 75 Darvin felsefeyi ve tabiatı çıkmaz yoldan kurtarmış ve tecrübeye müstenid bir ilim telakkinin 

hayata tatbik edilebileceğini de ispat etmiştir… Darvin’in tecrübeden tetkikten çıkan nazari-
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As well as the aforementioned textbooks and Galip Ata’s book, the Minis-
try of Education endeavored to coin Turkish words to curtail the use of Arabic 
and Persian words in Turkish. e Kemalist elites envisaged a secular Turkish 
identity, and language had a vital role in the nation-building process. e an-
nihilation of the influence of Arabic and Persian was one aim of this language 
reform. e commission that modified the Latin alphabet in  considered 
Arabic letters unfit for Turkish phonetics.78 e Kemalist regime aimed not 
only to nationalize language but also to make the Turkish nation part of “West-
ern civilization.”79 In ensuing decades, many Arabic and Persian words in 
fields such as science and politics were winnowed out of Turkish. e ministry 
suggested the word “evrim” (for evolution), instead of the Arabic-originated 
word “tekâmül.”80 

In the early Republican period, pedagogy was to serve “the nationalist ide-
ology” and to live up to its expectations the nationalist, secular ideology.81 Ke-
malist elites were cognizant of the vital role of education in the making of a 
generation that would wholeheartedly embrace the main principles of the re-
gime. During the s, they paid enormous attention to education. e spirit 
of the age deeply influenced pedagogy. “Authoritarian, nationalist, and mili-
tarist” sentiments were even realized in “children’s literature.” is process 
can be called “the political construction of childhood.”82 e Kemalist regime 
was trying to create a new generation that would embrace the main principles 
of the modern Turkey, and evolutionary ideas can be noticed in its pedagogy. 
A well-known pedagogue, İsmail Hakkı (Baltacıoğlu), paid attention to Dar-
winian and Lamarckian theories to have a better pedagogical approach. For 
him, evolution and development were identical. He benefited from both to 
understand child development. While examining the issue, he touched on 
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discussions of what determined human traits – that is, the nature and nurture 
debate. Instead of adopting either of them, he argued that both environment 
and heredity play a role in child development. He looked at evolutionary the-
ories to understand the influence of heredity. Primitive organisms appeared 
on the earth in “cellular form.”83 He stated that “life was subject to certain 
laws.” Acquired traits are transmitted to “following generations” and that 
“new organs are the product of need.” When an organ went “unused,” it would 
“atrophy” over a long period. On the other hand, when an organ was used 
oen, it would become stronger. e main mechanism by which they are 
transmitted is “heredity” itself. Aer elaborating on Lamarckian theory, he 
paid attention to Darwinian theory, mentioning natural selection and the 
struggle for existence.84 Even though İsmail Hakkı accepted the transmissibil-
ity of acquired characteristics and natural selection, he did not overlook the 
benefit of education. Irrespective of the results of “environmental conditions,” 
pedagogues had to educate children. ey should not “dispraise” behaviors or 
thoughts of children. What he tried to demonstrate was that the negative out-
comes of heredity and other biological factors could be eliminated through 
education.85 Despite the fact that racist interpretations of human nature were 
prevalent in intellectual circles in the s, he maintained a moderate atti-
tude. 

§ .  Anthropology and Building the Nation State 

In their attempts to build a nation state, “Atatürk moved away from sociology” 
and had a keen interest in anthropology.86 As time went on, Émile Durkheim 
fell into disfavor, and the reputation of anthropologists like Eugène Pittard in 
Turkey became considerable. During the s, anthropology became an as-
sistant to the study of history and “it promoted geology and biology” that was 
based on evolutionary theories.87 Anthropological findings such as the skulls 
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of ancient humans required a certain level of evolutionary viewpoint. Without 
knowledge of evolution, it would be difficult to explain the biological devel-
opment of humankind. In other words, the theories of evolution gave scholars 
of anthropology a better scientific tool. ere were three fundamental reasons 
behind the Kemalists’ enthusiasm for anthropology. To begin, they whole-
heartedly believed in the scientific foundations of Western Civilization and 
interpreted science as the “truest mentor in life.” In other words, scientism 
was their political program. During the transition from otherworldliness to 
worldliness, “scientific precision, measurements, and methodology” played a 
role in the decreasing Islamic influence. Many fields from politics to science 
underwent an obvious process of “de-Islamization.”88 e considerable num-
ber of anthropological studies in the period demonstrated “how scientism 
could be applied to theorizing about the past.”89 Second, the new state endeav-
ored to prove that Turks were members of “brachycephalic Caucasoid/Alpine 
race” rather than “despised Mongoloids.” In the Turkish History esis, it was 
argued that the Turks, who had migrated from Central Asia, were the founders 
of “ancient civilizations” such as Sumerian and Egyptian. ey wished to over-
turn “the Eurocentric image of barbarous Turks” in order to demonstrate that 
they were the friends of civilized world.90 Turks were claimed to have been 
members of “the yellow race” and the beginning of their history was the es-
tablishment of the Ottoman Empire. In this respect, anthropology had a mis-
sion to restore the national pride of Turks. During the s, it was argued that 
“the ancient inhabitants of Anatolia had the same anthropological character 
as Ottomans and Seljuks.”91 Finally, anthropology was to serve the creation of 
a national myth so that the Kemalist regime could form “a Turkish nation out 
of various elements imported from the Balkans and the Caucasus.” e col-
lective sense of belonging to a nation with a deep-rooted past offered a tool 
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with which to hold the citizens together.92 e rise of anthropology, especially 
physical anthropology, must be evaluated in the context of building the nation 
state. is is the reason the state promoted and sponsored it. 

e Republican regime found the past of Anatolia politically workable be-
cause it hosted ancient civilizations. It aimed to unveil this cultural “richness.” 
e Minister of Education emphasized this issue and accused the Ottoman 
Empire of “neglecting” archeology and its potential for “research on a national 
history.” e Republican regime promoted and supported research in these 
fields and the personal interest of President Atatürk was proof of the attention 
paid to them.93 

e stunning rise of anthropology in the early Republican period was not 
particular to Turkey. Previously, some Western researchers had asserted that 
the Japanese had been cannibals, which paved way for “the beginning” of an-
thropology in Japan. “A group of young scholars” there coordinated “a work-
shop” to refute such assertions. ey called themselves Junruigaku no Tomo, 
which meant “friends of anthropology.”94 It can be inferred that elites among 
the peoples whom Westerners racially or physically humiliated, gave them a 
dose of their own medicine. At this point, they used anthropological argu-
ments for the refutation of pejorative accusations against themselves. 

Physical anthropology in Turkey skyrocketed between  and  such 
that it became one of “the leading” sciences. As for the political motivations 
behind anthropological studies, the efforts of Atatürk were indisputable. His 
interest in this science helped its introduction in Turkey, and its researchers 
acquired a reputation. Anthropologists like Eugène Pittard met the president 
himself when they came to Turkey. 95 Some physical anthropologists such as 
H. V. Vallois and Marc Sauter admired Atatürk.96 Pittard had come to Turkey 
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many times and looked to its educational developments with admiration.97 He 
thought that Turks had laid down the foundations of Western civilization. e 
Kemalist regime provided him the opportunity to reach a large audience. He 
delivered many speeches in the Halkevi (Peoples’s House) in Ankara on vari-
ous subjects on the origin of civilizations and the evolution of humankind. He 
argued that “humans evolved from animals.” “Agriculture and the domestica-
tion of animals” were critical stages in the history of humans.”98 

In spite of the unprecedented development of modern anthropology in 
Turkey in the s, the field’s Ottoman past cannot be ignored. In particular, 
Şemseddin Sami, Mustafa Satı (el-Husrî) and Abdullah Cevdet played leading 
roles in the introduction of anthropology to the Ottoman Empire. ough the 
development of this field is identified with modern Turkey,99 the contribution 
of the scholars to the introduction of racial anthropology was noteworthy. At 
least, their contribution can be considered proto-anthropology. 

While it first started to thrive in Istanbul, it became a science of the state 
in Ankara. “In , the Türkiye Antropoloji Tetkikat Merkezi (Center for An-
thropological Research) was founded within the faculty of medicine in 
Darülfünun.” At that time, it was not a coincidence that it was directly linked 
to this faculty because “anthropology meant the knowledge of bones.” us, 
only physicians could engage in physical anthropology. is center produced 
students to conduct anthropological research in the various corners of Anato-
lia and send their “scientific findings back to the center.” What is more, it be-
gan publishing a journal called Türk Antropoloji Mecmuası (Turkish review of 
anthropology), but only twenty-two issues were produced.100 ere were many 
articles on physical anthropology in this periodical.101 is journal argued that 
the Turkish nation deserved an anthropological research since Turks had to 
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have “many characteristics” that should have been unveiled. e main goal of 
anthropology was to determine “the place of Turks in racial classifications.”102 
e political motivation behind anthropology in Turkey was noteworthy in 
the s. Furthermore, Mustafa Kemal sometimes “visited” the Türkiye An-
tropoloji Tetkikat Merkezi when he was in Istanbul.103 Despite striking state-
sponsorship in the s, high-ranking officials paid attention to this center. 
For example, “Hamdullah Subhi (Tanrıöver), the Minister of Education, was 
its honorary president.”104 In , Şevkez Aziz (Kansu) who was a leading 
scholar of anthropology in Turkey stated that Mustafa Kemal supported “an-
thropological and prehistoric sciences.”105 e state’s interest in anthropology 
have grown since the s and reached its zenith a decade later. 

Towards the end of the s, some young scholars such as Seniha Tu-
nakan and Muzaffer Süleyman (Şenyürek) were sent abroad for their graduate 
education. While the former moved to Berlin, the latter received his doctoral 
education from Harvard University under the chair of Prof. Dr. Earnest Albert 
Hooton.106 e young Republican regime continued a tradition of sending stu-
dents abroad that had started in the nineteenth century, but with a difference. 
Many of them would receive the education of anthropology. Even this indi-
cates the state support for the development of anthropology. Kemalist elites 
sent “twenty-three students” and “majority of them went to Nazi Germany” 
for higher education in “anthropology, archeology, and agriculture in .”107 
is trend went up with the cultural revolution of the s. ese young 
scholars would help the Turkish race reach the level it deserved.108 

Şevket Aziz (Kansu) tremendously influenced the development of anthro-
pology in Turkey. He received his doctorate the Ecole Pratique des Hautes 
Etudes in France aer writing a dissertation under the chair of Prof. Dr. 
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George Papillaut in . Aer he returned to Turkey, Şevket Aziz offered a 
course in anthropology, which was comprised of theoretical and practical 
parts. e former offered an education on “the comparative history of human 
organisms, the principles of pathological morphology, knowledge of the body 
and traits, medicine, and anthropology.” e second helped students examine 
“blood types and carry out “craniometrics, cephalometric, and anthropomet-
ric” measures.109 Aer the foundation of the faculty of language, history, and 
geography in , he moved to Ankara.110 He talked the latest practical and 
theoretical developments in racial anthropology to the students there. Şevket 
Aziz wholeheartedly believed in the practical benefits of science, especially ra-
cial anthropology and bio-sociology. He strived to contribute the identity of 
Turkish nation and history of their ancestors through scientific research. is 
was fruitful for proving “the existence of the nation” and helping it acquire 
“self-respect and self-confidence.”111 

During the s, there was a “harmony” between archeology and anthro-
pology. Furthermore, Şevket Aziz himself participated in some archeological 
“excavations.”112 He was an industrious scholar in his fields. Apart from ap-
plied anthropology, he wrote many books and translated studies on history.113 
He explained the appearance of humankind with the idea of evolution by 
mentioning Pithecanthropus Erectus and Homo Heidelbergensis.114 He was a 
typical scholar of anthropology and his racial interpretation of human beings 
was evident in his theoretical and practical studies. 

Of anthropological studies, probably the most striking was carried out by 
Afet İnan. She was one of the students sent abroad, and she received her doc-
toral degree under the supervision of Eugène Pittard, who had a close friend-
ship with Atatürk. What made her distinctive was her dissertation and the 
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state’s painstaking efforts for its preparation. She carried out a “nationwide” 
anthropological study.115 For instance, Şevket Aziz “trained” a number of phy-
sicians who moved to various regions of the country. ey measured the skulls 
of “ thousand” people and prepared “tables, graphics, and an index.” ey 
collected so much “information” that they needed the support of the Devlet 
İstatistik Enstitüsü (State Institute of Statistics). e support of state was evi-
dence of the Kemalist regime’s interest in racial anthropology. e state itself 
wished to refute claims that the Turks belonged to an inferior race and had no 
ability to progress. Many scholars in Europe argued that only “brachycephalic” 
skulls could progress while “dolichocephalic” ones were inferior.116 

Afet İnan was more than an anthropologist. For Atatürk, she represented 
an ideal woman of the Republic. Despite her young age, she became an out-
standing academic with the encouragement of Mustafa Kemal. She presented 
a paper in the first historical congress in , and in , “she was head of the 
Turkish delegation” to the International Congress of Anthropology and Ar-
cheology in Bucharest. “She informed about the recent anthropological and 
archeological research.”117 e next international congress would be in Turkey, 
but the coming war prevented scholars from participating in this academic 
event. 

§ .  Evolutionary Arguments from the Turkish Historical Con-
gresses of  and  

When the proceedings of the first two historical congresses are taken into con-
siderations, a secular point of view towards past is easily noticed. History was 
assisted by anthropology and archeology. Race was a dominant factor in Turk-
ish historiography and was evident in these congresses. Sacred narratives were 
discredited by Turkish historians. Esat Bey (Sagay), who was the Minister of 
Education in , made an opening speech describing sacred narratives as 
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“stories and myths.” He criticized the argument that “Turks had descended 
from Japheth, one of the sons of Noah.” e history of the Turks had to be 
explained and restored in a scientific context. ey were the leading figures of 
world civilization.118 In addition, during the discussion section of the congress, 
Şevket Aziz stated and evolutionary opinion to Mehmed Fuad (Köprülü). He 
said that “humans were the outcome of evolution and it was known that this 
evolutionary range took place from animals to humans.”119 Although he did 
not mention the ideas of a common ancestor and natural selection, it was ob-
vious that he embraced evolutionary theory. As an anthropologist, he ex-
plained the forms of natural life in materialist rather than sacred terms. 

In the First Turkish Historical Congress, Sadri Maksudi (Arsal) who was 
an important public official and scholar in the s, presented a striking pa-
per about the factors that led the course of history. He recognized biological 
evolution as “a factor in the making of history.” He argued that while Lamarck 
emphasized the adaptation of organisms to their environment and the use or 
disuse of organs as important factors in their evolution, Darwin emphasized 
natural selection and the struggle for existence. en, “Herbert Spencer built 
a philosophy based on evolution” that included “all aspects of life.”120 In fact, 
Sadri Maksudi summarized two leading theoreticians of evolution. What he 
implied was that evolution was an important factor to which scholars of his-
toriography had to pay attention to. As the majority of the participants to the 
congress were teachers, the presentation of a paper on evolution was im-
portant for planting evolutionary ideas into Turkish education. Because of 
new textbooks and these congresses, these ideas were introduced to Turkish 
teachers. In other words, an evolutionary mindset gradually became en-
trenched in Turkish education. ereaer, students and teachers alike were 
much more familiar with evolutionary subjects. 
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e Second Turkish History Congress was similar to the first since many 
proceedings contained remarkable knowledge of anthropology and archeol-
ogy that, in turn, served historical studies. Şevket Aziz Kansu informed par-
ticipants about recent archeological excavations conducted near Ankara. Ow-
ing to the archeological findings found there, he argued that there was an ever-
increasing similarity between early human remains in Anatolia and those of 
Homo Heidelbergensis and Homo Neanderthalensis. He seemed to hope that 
archeologists would unearth human fossils that would demonstrate an anthro-
pological relationship between Anatolia and Europe.121 In fact, he expected 
Turkish scholars to find fossils of early organisms within the borders of Turkey 
so that the role of the Turkish nation in the making of European civilization 
could be proved. In other words, he expected the conclusion that the first hu-
mans spread from Anatolia to other regions of the world. In addition, Henri 
V. Vallois, who was a French anthropologist and paleontologist, emphasized 
the inseparability of the Near East from Europe in terms of racial anthropol-
ogy. e courses of their biological evolution had “significant similarities” in 
prehistory.122 

§ .  Reflections of the Scopes Trial in Turkey 

In the first quarter of the twentieth century, evolution was attacked by Evan-
gelical Christians in the United States. “e suspicion of science as an aspect 
of modernism, the rise of populism, and the association of social Darwinism 
with German aggression in the World War I” gave rise to anti-Darwinist sen-
timents. Evangelicals thought that their values were being eroding by indus-
trialization and urbanization. us, the Tennessee legislature banned “the 
teaching of evolution in public schools” with the Butler Act, a striking success 
for anti-Darwinists in the United States.123 John omas Scopes, a teacher in 

                                                       
121 Şevket Aziz Kansu, “Ankara ve Civarının Prehistoryasında Yeni Buluşlar,” in İkinci Türk Tarih 

Kongresi (Istanbul: Kenan Matbaası, ), -. 
122 Henri V. Vallois “Garbi Asyanın Irklar Tarihi,” in İkinci Türk Tarih Kongresi (Istanbul: Kenan 

Matbaası, ), . 
123 Garland E. Allen, “e History of Evolutionary ought,” in e Princeton Guide to Evolution, 

ed. David A. Baum and others (Princeton; Oxford: Princeton University Press, ), . 



B I O L O G Y  A S  P O L I T I C S  A N D  P H I L O S O P H Y  

 

this state, was “prosecuted in a high-profile trial” as he “deliberately” infringed 
this law by teaching evolution in his classroom. “e fundamentalist politician 
William Jennings Bryan” carried out “the prosecution,” and the agnostic law-
yer Clarence Darrow defended Scopes. At the end of the trial, Scopes had to 
pay a  fine. is case was known as the “Scopes Trial” or the “Monkey 
Trial” around the world. is judicial case was “a watershed in the modern 
relationship between science and religion.”124 What makes this trial distinctive 
was its worldwide impact. It led to a serious “controversy” and the anti-Dar-
winist movement became more persistent.125 It was the most attention-grab-
bing affair in the history of Darwinism. When the Lewis Affair took place at 
the Syrian Protestant College in , it did not attract so much attention. e 
fact that the teaching of evolution was banned by the Tennessee government 
in the United States was a much greater success for the anti-Darwinist groups. 

Like journals all over the world, some journals in Turkey paid close atten-
tion to the Scopes Trial. A number of articles on Darwinism and biological 
evolution were generated in periodicals.126 In particular, a monthly journal en-
titled Resimli Ay (illustrated moon) scrutinized this judicial case, concluding 
that Turkey, which had begun implementing radical “reforms” in different 
fields, a chance to learn “lessons” from “the United States, where science and 
technology were remarkably advanced.” In other words, this trial offered Tur-
key an opportunity to understand the results of religious fanaticism. is jour-
nal put forward that some groups in “educational backward, conservative 
states of the Southern United States” disfavored curricula that conflicted with 
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the teachings of Christianity. e main reason for their attitude was “religious 
fanaticism and ignorance.” “ey learnt the creation of the world in six days 
and the creation of humans from clay from bible.”127 Due to their religious 
beliefs, they were not willing to listen to scientific arguments that could refute 
any divine interpretation of life. “is religious fanaticism led them to deny 
truths that science discovered.”128 In fact, many anti-theological implications 
of evolution made them worried and they did not hesitate to attack science. 
However, it is not possible to stigmatize them as enemies of science because 
they favored a science that would not conflict with their beliefs. us, their 
attitude should be evaluated in the context of a conflict between evolution and 
religion rather than between “science and religion.” 

In the aforementioned article, it was stressed that there was “a large mass 
of the uneducated who were uninformed of scientific discoveries” in Turkey. 
ese were similar to the anti-evolutionists in the United States. ey accepted 
Koran as their guide and “believed in the creation of world in seven days and 
the creation of humans from clay.” Religions in the Judaic traditions confirm 
these myths. ere are similar explanations about the making of the world and 
the origin of humankind in Christianity and Judaism. e Scopes Trial was an 
opportunity to demonstrate that religious fanaticism could misdirect the 
masses. In Turkey, the newly established Republic, which would embrace sci-
ence as the true mentor needed to remove superstitious belief among its citi-
zens.129 As time went on, the secular character of this regime crystalized in 
fields ranging from politics to education. As they regarded scientism as their 
main guide, Kemalist elites were unafraid of the implications of evolution. 
ey favored materialist interpretations of life and le no room for miraculous 
creation. However, it must be stressed that evolution became a vital part of 
Turkish education during the s because the early years of the young Re-
public were characterized by internal problems, political purges, and reforms. 
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A radical cultural revolution took place in this formative decade of the Repub-
lic. 

In Turkey, some writers accepted that Darwin concluded “conflict” be-
tween evolution and religion as he had constructed his theory on observations 
and well-proven principles. “He classified animals according to their level of 
evolution” and established evolutionary relationships between humankind 
and apes. His theory gave rise to the argument that humans descended from 
apes. Scholars began to make painstaking efforts to find the first human. ey 
carried out research on “the bones and teeth of people who lived in the first 
three geological eras.” ese people were “similar to humans,” but the present-
day human beings appeared only at “the end of the fourth ice era.”130 ere 
was a lack of knowledge of evolution. Journals that published any kind of ar-
ticle on Darwinian theory of evolution contributed to its introduction to the 
masses in Turkey. 

Resimli Ay maintained a moderate attitude to the conflict between evolu-
tion and science, arguing that evolution did not require denying God. “An-
cient peoples used religion to try to rule and explain the world. Religion was 
involved in every aspect of life ranging from the making of world to shopping 
in bazaar, to the relationship of husband and wife.”131 is journal thought that 
“religion was withdrawing” from daily life to its real purview. In other words, 
the impact of religion on human life was gradually decreasing. Its real involve-
ment is merely “spiritual and otherworldly issues.” Focusing on the businesses 
of science “does not make religion stronger;” it even “makes it weaker.” e 
making of the world and the origin of humans are scientific issue that no reli-
gion has the capacity to explain. us, the areas of interest of science and reli-
gion are completely different. While science focuses on worldly issues, religion 
deals with spiritual and otherworldly ones. “Conflict starts when either of 
them violates their area…As the border of science and religion was completely 
defined in some countries, the Scopes Trial, taking place in the United States, 
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considered to be a ridiculous case.”132 e Kemalist regime had to keep close 
watch on the trial because there was “no complete distinction there between 
science and religion” in Turkey. us, it needed to be taken into consideration 
as if it had taken place in Turkey.133 

e Scopes Trial inspired anti-Darwinist authors in Turkey to write arti-
cles. İbrahim Aşkî (Tanık), who was a teacher of literature and was influenced 
by Islamic mysticism, tried to disprove Darwinian theory only in part. In fact, 
his point of view can be evaluated as anti-Darwinism. To begin with, he em-
phasized that Darwin’s view was just a “theory.” He assumed that it was based 
on assumptions rather than well-proven scientific facts. What is more, he ac-
cused Darwin and his proponents of “distorting” natural facts for the sake of 
their arguments. “When Darwin traveled around the world at age twenty-one, 
he devised the idea of evolution and then tried to affirm it throughout his trav-
els and return.”134 at is, İbrahim Aşkî thought that Darwin had not formed 
the theory of evolution aer completing his analysis of his findings, but before. 
Even though he had no real knowledge of the theory or of Darwin’s life and 
family, he questioned his reliability. As for the Scopes Trial, he favored the po-
sition of the American fundamentalists by labeling this case “a storm in a tea-
cup.” He found the ban on the teaching of evolution appropriate. e major 
criticism İbrahim Aşkî levied against Darwinian evolution was the idea of a 
common ancestor. He argued that “the similarity” between humans and apes 
did not imply the former’s descent from the latter. e animal ancestry of hu-
mans was widespread in evolutionary discussions. He must have been afraid 
of the displacement of humans from their exalted position on earth. Even liv-
ing for millions or billions of years could not conclude evolution. İbrahim Aşkî 
considered the moral values that human beings have that apes do not.135 Any 
claim about the descent of humans from a lower organism contradicts their 

                                                       
132 Mücadele ancak biri diğerinin hududuna tecavüz ettiği zaman başlar…Başka memleketlerde 

artık fenle dinin hududu tamamen ayrıldığı için Amerika’da cereyan eden dava medeni 
alemde gülünç bir hadise olarak telakki edilmiştir. 

133 Ibid., . 
134 Darwin  yaşında dünyaya dolaşmaya çıktığı vakit tekâmül fikri zihninde doğmuş ve gerek 

seyahatte gerek avdetinde hep o fikri besleyip büyütmeye çalışmış. 
135 İbrahim Aşkî, “Darwin,” -. 



B I O L O G Y  A S  P O L I T I C S  A N D  P H I L O S O P H Y  

 

uniqueness among the organisms. Even though he knew about the idea of 
common ancestor and the taxonomical place of both humans and apes, he 
believed in the superiority of humans due to their nature and nurture. As he 
was inspired by Islamic mysticism, the discourse in the explanations on the 
nature of humans contains mystic elements. 

e relationship between humans and apes was clearly discussed in many 
periodicals. One author asserted the striking claim that “apes were more civi-
lized than humans in some respects.” Although many people refused the idea 
of common ancestor, apes did not “do evils” observed among humans. eir 
treatments of evil to each other were not aggressive.136 In fact, this information 
was easily falsified since violence and aggression is sometimes a part of the life 
of apes. 

While building a nation state and a Republican regime, Turkey imple-
mented many radical reforms for secularization. Furthermore, the young Re-
publican regime was affected by the Sheikh Said Rebellion that sought to re-
vive the caliphate and pursued the goal of Kurdish nationalism. e rebellion 
demonstrated how religious fanaticism brought about serious destabilization, 
proving the importance of secularism. e ban of the teaching of evolution in 
public schools and the punishment of a teacher - successes for anti-Darwinists 
in the United States - were evaluated as a warning to Turkey. 

§ .  Eugenics, Heredity, and Evolution 

Successive wars (the Balkan Wars, the First World War, and the War of Inde-
pendence) wreaked havoc on the demography of the lands on which modern 
Turkey was built. e demographic landscape of modern Turkey was various 
from that of the Ottoman Empire in qualitative and quantitative terms. Hun-
dreds of thousands of young men died due to war injuries and epidemic dis-
eases. While the Ottoman population in present-day Turkey in  was about 
 million, the first census of the Republic in  showed that it had decreased 
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to . million.137 e relocation of Armenians in , the dissolution of the 
empire, and the population exchange of the s were the main reasons for 
this demographic rupture. In total, “approximately . million non-Muslims 
(Armenian and Greek subjects) were killed or forced to leave the country.”138 

Due to this demographic devastation, modern Turkey paid special atten-
tion to its human capital. “e physical health of citizens was highly im-
portant” for the reconstruction of the country. “National interest, public 
health, pronatalism, and a long and healthy life” became essential mottos of 
the Kemalist regime. e quantity and quality of its population were alarming 
to the regime. It aimed “to adopt a policy to improve collective and individual 
practices of hygiene.”139 In particular, physical training and sports activities 
were evaluated as vital practices for daily life. Selim Sırrı (Tarcan), who was an 
outstanding educator and politician, stated that 

physical training is a crucial issue … for societies and nations. Showing 
interest in it is a national duty for those who sincerely love their coun-
tries. e Republic of Turkey attaches the importance that training de-
served. Gymnastic festivals organized in every corner of the country 
in the month may and their popularity demonstrated the extent to 
which people cared for their bodies. Teachers appreciated physical 
training as a tool to win the struggle of ideas.140 

Tarcan anticipated three results, namely, “the evolution of the race, the im-
provement of health and morality, and friendly relationships with other 
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nations.” However, sports and physical training had to be based on rational 
“guidance” for a better race or nation.141 In addition, Selim Sırrı emphasized 
the benefits of sports and took English people as an example, claiming that 
this nation was aware of the role of sport in the struggle for existence.142 “e 
greatest wealth of a nation was the health of its race and generation.” “Of the 
civilized nations, the healthiest races” were attention-grabbing and obtained 
the ability to have a better “future.” Modern biology and Eugenics demon-
strated how to improve the quality of races. e Republican regime imple-
mented practices to enhance the racial quality of some animals with the help 
of modern natural sciences.143 e same or similar methods can be applied to 
nations as to healthy individuals. ere was a direct relationship between fit-
ness and the survival of the nation. It was believed that there was a direct re-
lationship between survival and physical training since it made a nation much 
more powerful. It can be easily argued that Eugenic measures were of utmost 
importance for improving human capital in Turkey. While scholars were de-
bating measures such as sterilization, physical training, and promoting the 
birth of healthy babies, the Darwinian concepts such as the struggle for sur-
vival and natural selection were put on the agenda. e Darwinian interpre-
tation of organisms offered a basis to those who demanded eugenic measures. 
While the Republican regime expected children to display “loyalty” and em-
brace its values, their physical bodies were not ignored in politics.144 ey were 
supposed to be physically and mentally fit. 

During the s, it was apparent that the social sciences were partly bio-
logicized. at is, biological points of view with respect to the interpretation 
of society and the individual attained a considerable following in scientific mi-
lieu. It was believed that human biology affected societies directly. us, those 
who dealt with social issues had to be familiar with biological facts. In 
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addition, biologists had to understand the problems of individuals in society, 
otherwise they might be “semi-intellectual.”145 As a result, having knowledge 
of biology was deemed a kind of requirement for scientists. At this conjecture, 
scientists who desired to enhance the racial quality of the nation had to know 
the ideas of Charles Darwin and Francis Galton, who played a leading role in 
the improvement of the racial quality of humankind. While humans improved 
the animals used for agriculture, hunting, gathering, and protection, they did 
not favor this practice for themselves. In the nineteenth century, scientists, es-
pecially Galton, laid down the foundations of Eugenics. However, their influ-
ence was limited to Britain. English people was cognizant of “the delicacy and 
severity” of racial problems facing humankind at the end of this century and 
began “applying” eugenic measures to society.146 

Mahmud Şemsi (Kural) who was a scholar from Ankara University argued 
that Charles Darwin had a striking role in the appearance of the science of 
Eugenics due to his enormous contribution to biology. He explained how spe-
cies survived through evolution and how their hereditary characteristics were 
passed on to ensuing generations. Organisms underwent “certain changes” in 
their lives. e result was that only the fittest organisms, which had certain 
biological advantages, could “survive.” Others “went extinct.” In other words, 
nature selected the fittest organisms and eliminated the others. Natural selec-
tion was the basis of Darwinian evolution.147 In fact, Darwin never developed 
a social theory, even though the implications of his theory remarkably con-
tributed to the making of Eugenics. What he tried to explain was merely the 
evolution of organisms by means of natural selection. His attention was di-
rected at nature rather than society. Scholars wished to apply natural selection 
to human societies. e distinctive aspect of Darwinian evolution was its 
foundation on the principle of natural selection. 

e main problem was that the number of racially, intellectually, and so-
cially superior people was decreasing while that of inferior ones was 

                                                       
145 Sadi Irmak, Millet Bünyesinin Hayati Meseleleri (Ankara: Ulusal Matbaa, ), . 
146 Mahmut Şemsi, Harbin Istıfai Tesirleri ve Zabitlerimizin Neslimizin Islahındaki Ehemmiyetleri 

(Ankara: Askeri Matbaası, ), . 
147 Mahmut Şemsi, Terbiyenin Biyolojik Temelleri (Ankara: Çankırı Matbaası, ), -. 
 



B I O L O G Y  A S  P O L I T I C S  A N D  P H I L O S O P H Y  

 

increasing. at it is, the number of unfit individuals was gradually going up 
and bringing about demographic degeneration. Because humankind knew the 
laws of the evolution of organisms, they could interrupt it. is demographic 
problem was not considered fatal, and human reason could solve it.148 To pre-
vent demographic deterioration in the world, man-made selection was con-
sidered essential. ere were two types of Eugenics, namely negative and pos-
itive. “e first entailed preventing the birth of inferior - “untalented, asocial 
people with a biological inclination toward prostitution or homicide.” e sec-
ond entailed promoting those whose heredity were noble.149 In doing so, the 
biological quality of a nation could be enhanced through scientific methods. 
Pronatalist policies, premarital medical examinations and family allowance 
can be considered in the eugenic context. 

e implications of Darwinian evolution were a striking point in Eugenics, 
but did not go unchallenged. Mahmud Sadi (Irmak), a prominent eugenicist 
in Turkey, severely criticized Darwinian evolution and social Darwinism. 
Even though he accepted that Darwin had broadened the horizons of science 
and that biology had progressed as a result of his research in the Galapagos, 
Mahmud Sadi (Irmak), found problems with this theory. However, some of 
these criticisms were based on misinterpretation. Whether he had read any of 
Darwin’s books is unclear, though he assumed that Darwinian evolution and 
Social Darwinism were the same explanation. To begin, he examined the idea 
of the struggle for existence, claiming that it was difficult to distinguish be-
tween strong and weak organisms.150 Instead of continuous struggle, they 
sometimes helped one another. e struggle did not take place continuously. 
us, the basis of the relationship between organisms was not continuous war-
fare given that it was possible to observe cooperation. ere was no definite 
“criterion” for deciding which organisms were strong or weak. It was impos-
sible to prove that population growth brought about more organisms than 
could survive in an environment. He opposed “the application” of Darwinian 
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theory to human societies. If Darwinian principles were applied, the common 
heritage of humanity that had emerged aer “thousand year evolution – reli-
gion, medicine, justice - would be destroyed.”151 He assumed that the dynam-
ics of society were various from that of nature, and he was worried about the 
corrosive, degenerate influence of Darwinian evolution. From his point of 
view, undermining the main foundations of human societies would result in 
chaos. 

In addition to criticizing the theory of biological evolution proposed by 
Darwin, Mahmud Sadi (Irmak), fulminated against social Darwinism. First of 
all, he argued the absence of selection in human societies. Rather than “selec-
tion,” he believed a process of “degeneration” took place. He cited the decreas-
ing number of “noble families in Sweden” as an example. Cities eliminated the 
most talented people in a society as if they were “a death machine.” Second, 
he believed that those who proposed that “social Darwinism ignored the di-
vision of labor in a society.” Society needed all kinds of individual, not just 
talented and noble ones. at is, a well-functioning societal structure required 
different kinds of individuals, not only the most talented ones. ird, “the 
methods that social Darwinists suggested” for their social projects were unac-
ceptable. Neither poverty nor social inequality can serve as the main mecha-
nisms of selection as there was no well-accepted criterion for deciding who 
was weak. Brutal, social interventions cannot solve the main problems that 
modern societies faced. He added that “many geniuses” were born among the 
so-called inferior groups of people, and this is not a hindrance for upward 
mobility.152 His arguments against Darwin and social Darwinism can be eval-
uated in the context of anti-Darwinism in spite of his lack of apparent religious 
concerns. He was afraid of the social implications of evolution. His fulmina-
tion against Darwinism was either scientifically or religiously motivated. He 
was afraid of the potential destruction of the common legacy of human beings. 
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§ .  e Death of Atatürk: A Victory for Anti-Darwinism? 

Turkey faced a profound cultural revolution during the s Atatürk was in-
disputably the leading actor. To consider him only as a politician would be 
wrong because he dealt with many fields. He made remarkable efforts to carry 
out “one of the greatest societal transformation” - not only in modern Turkish 
history, but in world history. “Not only as a statesman but also as a self-made 
thinker, he invested tremendous energy in preparing the intellectual ground-
work for this momentous project.” He studied a wide range of “subjects” from 
“religion” to “science.”153 He wholeheartedly embraced the idea of scientism 
and favored its application for the modernization of both state and society. 
at is, his “intellectual interests” were more than a leisure activity and he 
“materialized” his dreams.154 e abolishment of the sultanate and caliphate, 
and the proclamation of the Republican regime offered a suitable political con-
juncture to implement radical reform. Secular tendencies in different fields 
ranging from justice to education that had started in the Ottoman Empire 
gained momentum in modern Turkey. Atatürk thought science would be “the 
basis of his political system.” In fact, “he was under the considerable influence 
of positivism” like other members of the Young Turk generation. Dependence 
on science was the most reliable way to build a secular country for him.155 As 
an instrument, science was of utmost importance in his political life. e idea 
of scientism remarkably embodied the early Republican period. us, his en-
couragements and promotion of various science such as history and anthro-
pology were an evidence of his keen interest in science. He played a leading 
role in the establishment of the Turkish Historical Society, the rewriting of 
textbooks, the promotion of racial anthropology and archeology, and the Sun 
Language eory. Turkey witnessed the institutionalization of the cultural 
revolution led by Atatürk. 

e death of Atatürk ushered in a decline in state initiatives promoting 
certain sciences such as anthropology and history. As a high-ranking politi-
cian, he was enthusiastic about the entrenchment of modern science, 
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particularly of history and anthropology, in accordance with the political 
claims of the Kemalist elites. His death le a lack of strong political authority 
behind these sciences. None of his successors created a scientific dynamism. 
e political climate aer , the Second World War, and a multiparty sys-
tem changed the priorities of politicians in Turkey. In addition, the war dis-
credited the racial interpretation of human beings, particularly racial anthro-
pology. us, the center of anthropological studies moved to cultural research. 
is was a worldwide trend but not particular to Turkey. Atatürk was so inter-
ested in science that when Eugène Pittard came to Turkey, “he welcomed the 
anthropologist to Dolmabahçe Palace” despite being his severely ill. Without 
the support of Atatürk, Afet İnan could not have carried out such an extensive 
anthropological study.156 As he had much leisure time in Çankaya Mansion 
during his presidency, he got involved personally with such issues. 

anks to Atatürk, the level of certain sciences including anthropology, 
history, geology, and biology was stunning, but his death did not result in a 
complete reversal with respect to scientism. As the state implemented steps 
for Turkey to catch up to the level of contemporary civilization, scientism be-
came more institutionalized. His death disrupted the pace of some scientific 
breakthrough, but the cultural revolution of the s continued to a point. 
For example, even though the Sun Language eory declined aer the death 
of Atatürk, efforts to Turkifying words continued although at a relatively 
slower pace. In , the constitution was written with new, original Turkish 
words.157 In fact, the Republican People’s Party abandoned its militant secu-
larism and embraced a smooth policy vis-à-vis religious issues. 

Aer , the evolution trend declined and humans were again perceived 
as “static” organisms. Biological evaluations of human beings deteriorated due 
to both the death of Ataturk and to the Second World War.158 Even so, Dar-
winian and Lamarckian theories continued to be taught in schools in Turkey, 
and the Turkish Historical Society continued translating and publishing stud-
ies that contained evolutionary perspectives. For example, Şevket Aziz Kansu 
wrote İnsanlığın Kaynakları ve İlk Medeniyetler (the sources of humanity and 
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first civilizations) in  and translated Georges Poisson’s Le Peuplement de 
l'Europe: État Actuel, Origines et Évolution (Avrupa'nın İskân Tarihi: Bugünkü 
Durum, Kaynaklar ve Evrim). Another leading anthropologist in Turkey, Mu-
zaffer Süleyman Şenyürek, translated İnsanın Maymunlar Arasındaki Yeri (e 
Place of Humans among the Apes), but the study was not published. It can be 
inferred that a diligent generation continued their scientific activities as well 
as scientific institutionalization. 

To ascertain the attitude of the state to the idea of biological evolution, a 
look at various textbooks written aer  is fruitful. It was apparent that 
evolution had become an inseparable part of school texts in the s, and this 
trend continued aer . us, the death of Atatürk did not cause a complete 
disappearance of the cultural revolution of the s. Textbooks in biology and 
geology contained evolutionary ideas. Muhsin Adil Binal, who prepared a bi-
ology textbook for high school students, said that 

Darwin leaned his theory upon …the population theory of Malthus… 
Aer a few generations, food in habitats of organism will not be 
enough to feed all of them. As a result, a serious conflict will emerge 
within species to share food. Of organisms making a struggle, those 
who are weak and not able to find food and resist enemies … and en-
vironmental conditions will become extinct. However, those who are 
stronger and well equipped for life struggle organisms will survive.159 

In fact, both Darwinian and Lamarckian theories of evolution were taught to 
students and were regarded as “great men” of biology.160 In addition, a text-
book on the knowledge on nature (Tabiat Bilgisi), was prepared for primary 
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school students in harmony with the idea of biological evolution. It empha-
sized the descent of animals from other species. Fossils were the ancestors of 
present-day animals. Elephants descended from mammoths.161 Reading be-
tween the lines, the textbook contains an evolutionary perspective with re-
spect to e Origin of Species. irty years on, it was still possible to see evo-
lution in high school textbooks. Even in , Adil Yüksel, who prepared a 
biology textbook, said that “life originated in “the seas” and then spread to 
“fresh water, humid soil, and later to land.” Some animals adapted to life on 
“land” while others lived “underwater.” For example, “mosquitos spend the 
larval stage in water.”162 e number of pages introducing evolution comprise 
one fieenth of the book and its quality is satisfactory since it offers knowledge 
ranging from the geological ages and to the fossils of extinct species to Dar-
winian theory. 

In addition to biology textbooks, this trend was apparent in geology text-
books aer . Geology textbooks contained evolutionary points of view. 
For example, Ahmet Kantar published a high school textbook emphasizing 
non-stability of species and their descent from other species. He said that Dar-
win revolutionized biology providing proof of the fact that humans and an-
thropoid apes had had “a common ancestor.” e biological origin of present-
day humans is observable in anthropoid apes that lived in the third geological 
era.163 All of these textbooks are evidences that Darwinism persisted in Turk-
ish textbooks aer , and they le no room for divine interpretations. Nev-
ertheless, the death of Atatürk signaled the lack of strong motivations behind 
the promotion of Darwinian sentiments in the country. 

is lack of strong support for evolutionary thought in Turkey encouraged 
some conservatives aer . Some conservative circles formed a harsh op-
position to evolution. e religious groups that had remained silent in the 
s had the opportunity to make their voices heard across the country. In 
Turkey, there was a direct relation between the spirit of the age and the pro-
motion of evolution. In particular, the political conjuncture aer Atatürk’s 
death was suitable for anti-Darwinian sentiment to grow gradually. By the 

                                                       
161 Nimet Çalapala, Tabiat Bilgisi (Istanbul: Atlas Yayınevi, ), . 
162 Adil Yüksel, Biyoloji II (Istanbul: Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı, ), . 
163 Ahmet Kantar, Jeoloji Dersleri (Istanbul: Gün Basımevi, ), . 
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s, high-ranking officers promoted anti-Darwinism. us, the death of At-
atürk can be regarded as a remarkable turning point for anti-Darwinism in 
Turkey despite the fact that the teaching of evolution in schools and the activ-
ities of the Turkish Historical Society continued. Despite the absence of Ata-
türk, his cultural revolution was partly embraced and sustained owing to the 
studies of scholars such as Şevket Aziz Kansu and Muzaffer Süleyman Şenyü-
rek as well as to universities and scientific societies. 





 

 



 
Conclusion 

 
he rise of Darwinian theory of evolution took place during the seculari-

zation in the Ottoman Empire. At the same time, both the state and society 
were faced with serious challenges from Europe. Reforms carried out for the 
recovery of the state paved the way for the emergence of secularism. us, 
contact with Europe was deemed necessary to solve the problems in fields 
ranging from the military to education. New schools and new state institutions 
resulted in the increasing conveyance of scientific thought from Europe to the 
Ottoman Empire. In particular, journals published in the late period of the 
empire were the primary transmitter of this European influence. eir ency-
clopedist and positivist traditions contributed to the secular interpretation of 
organisms and the earth. Despite financial problems, censorship, and low 
numbers of readers, they played an influential role in the intellectual life of the 
empire. Journals such as Mecmua-yi Fünun, Dağarcık, Felsefe Mecmuası, and 
Ulûm-ı İktisadiyye ve İçtimaiyye Mecmuası le an enormous impact on the 
intellectual orientation. 

When the state and society faced a range of crises, science was believed to 
offer both statesman and intellectuals practical solutions. e ideas imported 
from Europe were assumed to resolve the crises. In lieu of abstract issues, prac-
tical concerns were prioritized. e supremacy of Europe was accepted and its 
intellectual influence became more apparent as time went on. e 

T 
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Westernization of the empire spread from the military to many areas like med-
icine. Despite the fact this process began in the military, its impact was on 
intellectual life was much broader. e materialism of European philosophers 
such as Ludwig Büchner and Félix Isnard were favored by students who re-
ceived their education at modern institutions like the Mekteb-i Tıbbiye, which 
was the hotbed of materialism in the empire. In particular, Ernst Haeckel’s 
books that contained interpretations of Darwin were read by those interested 
in materialist philosophy. What is more, some of his books were banned by 
the state as they were assumed to be harmful to the social fabric of Muslim 
society. e history of Darwinism must be evaluated in the context of materi-
alism in the Ottoman Empire because materialists played a remarkable role in 
the introduction of modern biological evolutionary theories. Darwin’s theory 
offered an important toolkit for understanding biological life. Interestingly, a 
leading figure of materialism in the Ottoman Empire and one of the transla-
tors of Ernst Haeckel’s book (Vahdet-i Mevcud: Bir Tabiat Aliminin Dini), 
Baha Tevfik, never focused on Darwinian theory and promoted vulgar mate-
rialism instead. In fact, the biological theory of evolution was of secondary 
importance in his point of view. On the other hand, when Abdullah Cevdet 
translated Ludwig Büchner’s Natur und Geist, he informed the readers about 
Darwinian theory in detail. Many Ottoman readers learned this controversial 
theory through the studies of materialist thinkers and benefited from Darwin-
ian and Lamarckian explanations of natural life and these theories formed the 
biological dimension of their materialist philosophy. ey were heavily influ-
enced by evolutionism, just like Western intellectuals of the time. 

Science was regarded as an effective tool to solve the problems of the state 
and society. In particular, many sciences such as sociology and biology were 
fruitful for understanding society and the individual in the modern age. Asaf 
Nef’i and Hakkı Behiç recognized natural selection as the basis for the rela-
tionship between organisms and nature as well as the importance of sexual 
selection within species. Bedii Nuri tried to infer a social philosophy based on 
biology. Like Asaf Nef’i, he was cognizant of the decisive role of the struggle 
in natural life and attempted to analyze the present condition of human soci-
eties accordingly. Science was attributed great importance by many Ottoman 
intellectuals. For example, Beşir, who was an ardent proponent of positivism, 
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preferred to regard science as an absolute guide. Even though he challenged 
religion, he generally refrained from criticizing Islam. In a Muslim state where 
there was strict censorship of printed materials, challenging Islam was not a 
reasonable method for publicizing materialist thoughts. All the aforemen-
tioned authors investigated human nature and benefited from findings in bi-
ology since they regarded science as a guiding light for interpreting individu-
als and society. 

Despite the fact that Darwin’s books were not translated into Turkish, it is 
possible to see the systematic introduction of evolutionary theory, including 
Lamarckian theory, to Ottoman audiences aer the Young Turk revolution of 
, which was a turning point in the intellectual history of the empire. In 
the past, Ahmed Midhat Efendi and other authors had briefly mentioned Dar-
win and his theory, but comprehensive books and journals on biological evo-
lution emerged aer . ree remarkable authors who introduced the sub-
ject were Subhi Edhem, Edhem Necdet, and Memduh Süleyman. Subhi 
Edhem believed that Ottoman youth had insufficient knowledge of evolution, 
so he wished to popularize the latest scientific developments. As well as pub-
lications on Lamarckian theory of evolution, he wrote a book on Darwinism 
which was derived from his course on natural history. However, while intro-
ducing this theory, he emphasized its weak points as well. He was not an ar-
dent supporter of this scientific argument, and his main goal was simply to 
introduce it to its students and to general readers. Like Subhi Edhem, Edhem 
Necdet praised Darwin’s success in explaining natural forms using a secular 
approach, but he had a critical stance toward the theory. He looked for other 
factors that influenced the course of evolution in nature. He favored the idea 
of evolution for interpreting society, his critical approach to biological evolu-
tion notwithstanding. He assumed that organisms and society were similar 
and accepted an organicist understanding of society. Of the three, the place of 
Memduh Süleyman is distinguished since he translated a book critical of Dar-
winian theory. Probably, he found the introductory and critical approaches of 
Subhi Edhem and Edhem Necdet insufficient and thus decided to translate the 
book of Eduard Hartmann. In other words, he wished that the introduction of 
biological evolution not go unchallenged in the Ottoman Empire and that 
youth learn its weak points. 



M U R AT  Y O L U N  

 

e aforementioned thinkers played a significant role in the introduction 
of Darwinian theory, but contributions in the field of physical anthropology 
should not be ignored. In particular, the legacies of Mustafa Satı and Şemsed-
din Sami in this field are striking. Both believed in the change of organisms in 
the past and favored the idea of biological evolution. ey are mindful of the 
importance that biology had in the interpretation of individuals and society. 
Particularly, Satı advocated an anthropology that dealt with the natural history 
of humankind and assumed the existence of a close relationship between ra-
cial anthropology and biology. Like many thinkers, he favored an organic un-
derstanding of society. Şemseddin Sami, unlike Satı, used both science and 
religious teaching in his explanation of natural life. Even so, he played a con-
siderable role in the making of the literature on scientism. 

While the Darwinian evolutionary theory was being introduced to the Ot-
toman Empire, its opponents also began to publish a critical literature. ose 
who feared Darwinian evolution criticized it in order to protect their societies 
from collective and individual degeneration. e main motivations behind 
anti-Darwinism were social and religious. ere were scientific arguments 
against the theory postulated by some conservative Ottoman intellectuals such 
Mehmet Emin Feyzi and İsmail Fenni, but what their primary concerns were 
related to the potential outcomes of the acceptance of this theory. Any expla-
nation of natural life without reference to the divine references would mean 
the elevated position of God on earth. e popularization or public acceptance 
of biological evolution had the capacity to alienate the masses from religion. 
In fact, their concerns were conventional and similar to others expressed 
throughout the world. Darwinian theory was assumed to occupy a pivotal 
place in materialist philosophy, and the aforementioned thinkers regarded it 
as subversive for a Muslim society. Opposition to Darwinian theory was indi-
rect because the theory was placed in a materialist context in the intellectual 
realm. at is, Darwin’s thoughts were assumed to belong to materialism, and 
anti-Darwininst sentiments were targeted mainly at materialist thoughts. 

Anti-Darwinists in the Ottoman Empire sought a science whose findings 
would not and should not conflict with the teachings of Islam. eir religious 
and social concerns formed their attitudes towards Darwin. ere is a striking 
point here. Despite the harsh criticisms of Darwinian theory, Lamarckian 
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theory was not subject to such evaluations. e former was demonized all over 
the world. As a hotly-debated issue, Darwinian theory was assumed to be the 
biological basis of materialist philosophy. Despite the harsh criticisms some 
authors like Ömer Faruki attempted to reconcile Islam and Darwinian evolu-
tion. In doing so, he tried to demonstrate that Islam was a friend of science. 
Indeed, anti-Darwinists in the Ottoman Empire were not against science. 
eir concern was to protect the pillars of Islamic teaching and Islamic values 
against scientific findings that could harm them. Even though in their 
worldview they did recognize science as an absolute guide, it was seen as a 
well-respected guidance. 

e rise of Darwinian theory in modern Turkey was stunning due to the 
construction of the secular state on the ruins of the Ottoman Empire. e 
founders of modern Turkey, the Kemalist elite, sought a state and society 
whose main pillars would be based on science, which was assumed to have an 
exalted place in life. While implementing radical reforms to make the country 
and society more secular, statesmen profited from science so much that the 
early Republican period can be called the zenith of scientism. In fact, modern 
Turkey inherited certain secular aspects of the Ottoman intellectual legacy. 
e process of secularization that had deep roots in the Ottoman past gained 
momentum. e abolishment of the sultanate, caliphate, and madrasas meant 
the decreasing influence of Islam in the decision-making of the state. In other 
words, religion was not a point of reference for Kemalist leaders who whole-
heartedly embraced a more secular policy. 

While the Republican regime was creating a secular Turkish identity, Islam 
was not regarded as an important element of national identity. Education and 
sciences like anthropology and history were the most significant fields in this 
context in Turkey. ese sciences were the flagship of “the cultural revolution” 
of the s and were promoted by the state. Kemalist rulers had some racial 
concerns because Europeans regarded the Turkish people as a member of an 
inferior (yellow) race. Anthropology were recognized as the instruments to 
get rid of these claims about the nation. us, both anthropology and history 
developed enormously as the science of the state. As a result, racial anthropol-
ogy, which benefited from a secular approach to biology, medicine, and his-
tory was promoted by the state. 
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While the Republican regime was creating a new citizen, the past of hu-
manity required a reinterpretation in accordance with the needs of the politi-
cal power. Anthropology and history were regarded as the tools to create the 
citizens that the Kemalist elite envisaged. at is, the history of humankind 
had to be explained from a secular point of view. Even though some Ottoman 
textbooks were used in the s, new ones had been prepared by the end of 
this decade. Evolutionary theories, including Lamarckian theory, were pro-
moted to students in the new school textbooks. In particular, textbooks on 
biology, geology, and history were striking in this respect. e new regime was 
unafraid of the implications of Darwinian theory and promoted it through 
education. e state played a leading role in rewriting these educational ma-
terials, and the president, Atatürk himself was involved in this process. His 
interest in the preparation of new books was a signal of the state’s effort. 

Evolution became a part of curricula and the state paved the way for its 
popularization through education. What Atatürk wanted was textbooks based 
completely on scientific facts. His contribution to the institutionalization of 
science in Turkey was influential even aer his death. When he passed away 
in , textbooks continued to contain Darwinian interpretations, but it is 
obvious that his death meant the lack of a strong encouragement for the sci-
entific breakthrough of the s. His enormous support for anthropology, 
history, and archeology led to considerable developments in Turkish intellec-
tual life and paved the way for their institutionalization. It can be argued that 
the influence of Darwinian theory gradually decreased aer , but did not 
disappear completely. 

As the state had a decisive role in intellectual life, voices of anti-Darwinists 
were stifled. In particular, the era post- witnessed the appearance of an 
authoritarian regime under which intellectual plurality suffered. e Şeyh 
Said Rebellion, a challenge to the secular, nationalist character of the new re-
gime, frightened Kemalist rulers. Even so, some anti-materialist thinkers like 
İsmail Fenni opposed Darwinian theory in the s, even as it was promoted 
and popularized by the state itself. us, the anti-Darwinists remained in the 
background in these golden years of scientism in Turkey. 

All in all, the history of the Darwinian theory in the Ottoman Empire and 
Turkey did not follow a straight line and was influenced by political 
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conjunctures. e debates on it were motivated not only by scientific, but also 
by political, religious, and social concerns. Also, this hotly-debated issue must 
be placed in the context of materialism since it was recognized as a corner-
stone of materialist philosophy. Many anti-Darwinist thinkers equated it with 
materialism and worried about its implications for society and religion. e 
secular trend in the state, society, and other fields of life, which had begun in 
the Ottoman Empire, peaked in the early Republican period. 
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